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 This thesis examines the theological imaginary of church planting 
practitioners currently involved in new church work in the UK using qualitative 
research methods in an exercise in practical theology. It adapts the concept of 
theological imaginary from Charles Taylor’s concept of social imaginary, seeking 
to capture for this research how church planters imagine church, their 
expectations, and deeper theological ideas and images that undergird these 
expectations. This thesis examines how the theological imaginary of church-
planting practitioners compares to themes in the missional and emerging church 
literature of the last 20 years. It examines the significance of cultural changes in 
so-called postmodernity and post-Christendom as two contextual elements in the 
imaginary significantly impacting current church planting. A survey of key, 
representative literature in the missional and emerging church movements in the 
areas of postmodernity, post-Christendom, missional and emerging church draws 
out the major theological themes that might be nourishing church planting and 
the theological imaginary on the ground. The research uses thematic analysis to 
uncover themes of theological imagination amongst church planters interviewed 
in the UK in order to determine whether themes from the empirical research data 
are reflective of those circulating in the missional and emerging church 
conversation seen in the literature. The themes identified from the fieldwork are 
compared to the themes in the literature to ascertain what concepts are 
functioning on the ground in practice. This thesis concludes by outlining a picture 
of the theological imaginary amongst missioners, particularly noting neglected 








































































































CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 This thesis surveys the theological imaginary of church planting 
practitioners currently involved in new church work in the UK to examine how the 
findings in the fieldwork compare to the primary themes found in missional and 
emerging church literature of the last approximately 20 years. This research is 
informed by interviews with 21 missioners in 18 mission works from a variety of 
church streams. Thematic analysis uncovers themes within the imaginaries which 
are supporting practice in order to determine if these themes are reflective of 
those circulating in the missional and emerging church conversation. Why is this 
important? As a church planter myself in England for over 25 years, I have seen 
significant changes both in practice and theological framework within new church 
work. Many books have been written, an abundance of blogs created, and 
numerous conferences small and large have taken place – all in response to the 
double crisis the Western church is facing: the crisis of a changing wider culture 
(postmodernity) and the crisis of a declining and changing church (post-
Christendom).  
 On the ground many churches in the UK have adapted patterns of 
gathering, worship, technology, language, and ministry activity in response to 
these two contextual factors. Even more significantly, many diverse new church 
works have started specifically in response to the decline in the church, forging 
new paths and potentially both shaped by and shaping new ideas for the church. 
These missioners are some of those on the front edge of thinking about the shape 
of the church in the context of grounded experience. At the same time, I am aware 
of a whole body of literature which has been aimed specifically at enabling the 
church in mission to meet the challenges it currently faces. The missional and 
emerging church dialogue is directed specifically at enabling the church to 
engage in mission in the contemporary contexts of Britain and other Western 
settings.1  Church planters on the ground are potentially influenced by the thinking 
                                                
1 Noting the impact of the missional and emerging church movements, see Hannah Steele, New 
World, New Church? : The Theology of the Emerging Church Movement (London: SCM Press, 
2017). Pages 3-4. Michael Moynagh, Emergingchurch.Intro (Oxford: Monarch, 2004). Pages 9-
33. Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in 
Postmodern Cultures (SPCK, 2006). Page 28. 
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generated by the books, blogs, and conferences in the missional and emerging 
church dialogue.  
 These two arenas – the practice of church planting and missional theology 
– are both intended to facilitate the mission of the church. There is no research 
to date on the ideas which shape the theological imaginary of British church 
planters, nor research correlating these two arenas: the conceptual base seen in 
the missional texts and the conceptual base (theological imaginary) inspiring 
missioners in practice in the UK. This research attends to the yet unknown reality 
of the shape of the theological imaginary amongst those at the forward edge of 
mission practice, and the application of contemporary missional theology to 
current new church work in the UK.  
 
1.2 Research Overview 
1.2.1 Limitations and Personal Perspectives 
This thesis topic emerged from my own personal history and orientations, 
and as such it is important for me to set out in this section a more personal 
perspective in disclosing for the reader my interests and the genesis of the 
research. I trained in ministry in America in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s. My 
seminary education at Fuller Theological Seminary was influenced by the 
application of social science to missiology in the Church Growth Movement and 
leadership formation studies. My husband and I moved to England in 1993 at the 
invitation of the Fellowship of Churches of Christ in the UK to be involved in new 
church work. Since then I have been directly involved in three church plants, and 
participate on a wider church planting team. The past decades of local ministry 
have been greatly enriched by substantial partnerships with those from a variety 
of church streams. New thinking and new resources around ministry in 
contemporary Western culture became available during our continuing years of 
ministry. A wide reading in the new area of missional and emerging church 
generated many questions and has served as one resource for the theology and 
ecclesiology that shapes my understanding of ministry at present.  
Today, more than 25 years since I started church planting in England, the 
theological discussion around contemporary mission is very different from when 
I trained for ministry. The church is continually in a state of change in its 
understanding of mission, as illustrated throughout history by missiologist David 
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Bosch in the highly regarded text Transforming Mission.2 Bosch points to a crisis 
in mission during the second half of the 20th century caused by nothing less than 
a fundamental paradigm shift not only in mission and theology but Western 
culture as a whole. Bosch believed the harsh realities of today make people re-
conceive the church’s mission.3 As is true in every era, the church today as it 
considers mission is confronted with new issues, notably the loss of the dominant 
position of Christianity in the West (a post-Christendom era) and broad changes 
in Western culture (often called postmodernity).4 New contexts bring out new 
thinking and new mission practice.  
One response to the challenges facing the Western church has been a 
range of mission thinking broadly referred to as missional and emerging church.5 
There is a whole body of printed literature, online dialogue, conferences, and 
training resulting from explorations in mission and ecclesiology, often under the 
banner of “missional.” With the church facing a world perceived as fundamentally 
different, many missional authors contend that new understandings of mission, 
and even of the church, are required. This material is aimed specifically at 
resourcing the church in the West as it considers mission today. It offers a variety 
of concepts from theology on the missio Dei, the incarnation and the kingdom to 
mission strategies and cultural insights. Many books have been published 
encouraging the church to be sent out in contextually appropriate ways. Huge 
conferences featuring missional speakers seek to give vision for mission to 
participants. Many networks within the emerging church dialogue about the 
shape of the church for today. Both the missional and emerging church 
movements have an array of resources undergirding their dialogue. These 
movements are one response to the state of the church in contemporary culture.  
Another response of the wider church to the decline and the new context 
it faces has been to engage in church planting. Many creative new church 
initiatives dot the country. Large denominations such as the Church of England 
and the Methodist Church launched the Fresh Expressions Network to encourage 
and resource a variety of church plants appropriate for the changing cultural 
context to serve in mission to non-believers.6 The Incarnate Network is the church 
                                                
2 David Jacobus Bosch, Transforming Mission : Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, 
American Society of Missiology Series (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1991). 
3 Ibid. Page 8.  
4 Ibid. Pages 188-189. 
5 For a full discussion of these terms, see section 1.2.6.  
6 Fresh Expressions, "Introduction,"  https://www.freshexpressions.org.uk/about/introduction. 
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planting and fresh expressions resource collective for the Baptist Union, 
encouraging pioneering of innovative church planting.7 Small, loosely connected 
networks of people engaged in localised contextual works connect around 
fostering cell churches or simple churches.8 Eurochurch.net’s research into 
missional organizations and networks across Europe reports a significant range 
of individual and networked church planting, saying, ‘Contemporary church 
planting activity in Europe is probably more diverse than at any other point in its 
history.’9 There is a diversity of mission and church models going by names such 
as missional communities, new monasticism, organic church, liquid church, pub 
church, youth church, and more, as described above, all discussed in the 
missional and emerging church dialogue.10 
 The evidence of some research indicates the impact of new church work 
is significant. Church Army’s Research Unit, led by George Lings, conducted the 
widest research to date into the effectiveness of the fresh expression of Church 
since the publication of the report Mission-Shaped Church.11 This research 
culminated in a report called The Day of Small Things.12 Between January 2012 
and May 2016, 1109 examples of fresh expressions of Church from 21 dioceses 
were examined to get a national picture of fresh expressions of Church; to test 
the representative nature of the earlier research in 2012-2013; to establish 
characteristics of the more common types of fresh expressions of Church, and to 
show what is typical across the dioceses and what is particular.13 Key findings in 
the report indicate that these fresh expressions have a significant, positive impact 
                                                
7 For more information, see: Incarnate Network, http://www.incarnate-network.eu/. Accessed 17 
March 2013.  
8 See for example networks at: Cell UK. http://celluk.org.uk/, Accessed 17 March 2013. Simple 
Church. http://www.simplechurchathome.com/, Accessed 17 March 2013. The Blind Beggar. 
http://www.friendofmissional.org/. Accessed 17 March 2013. 
9 Darrell Jackson and Tim Herbert, "Missions and Church Planting in Europe," 
(http://togetherinmission.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/Eurochurch-report-2012.pdf 
Eurochurch.net, 2011). Accessed 12 June 2011. Page iv. The authors go on to illustrate some 
diversity seen: ‘A quick review points to the huge variety: emerging church, fresh expressions of 
church, cafe church, motorbike church, church on the way, simple church, mission-shaped 
church, cellchurch, virtual church, pub church, mega-church, and many others.’ Page iv.  
10 For some examples of new ways of church being explored see Stuart Murray, Changing 
Mission : Learning from the Newer Churches (London: CTBI, 2006). See also Michael 
Moynagh, Church for Every Context : An Introduction to Theology and Practice (London: SCM, 
2012). Tom Sine, The New Conspirators: Creating the Future One Mustard Seed at a Time 
(Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Pr, 2008). 
11 Graham Bp Cray et al., Mission-Shaped Church: Church Planting and Fresh Expressions of 
Church in a Changing Context (London: Church House Publishing, 2004). 
12 George Lings, "The Day of Small Things,"  
https://www.churcharmy.org/Publisher/File.aspx?ID=204265. 
13 Ibid. Page 15. 
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on the life of the Church of England. Over 50,600 people are attending these new 
works, of whom even the most rigorous figures show that 20% are de-churched 
and 21% are non-churched. The evidence shows that for every one person sent 
out to be a part of a fresh expression of Church, now there are more than two-
and-a-half additional people attending. The report states, ‘Nothing else, as a 
whole, in the Church of England has this level of missional impact and the adding 
of further ecclesial communities, thereby fuelling ecclesial re-imagination.’14 
While this report is limited in scope to the Church of England, it indicates 
something of the potential impact of new church works. Peter Brierley notes 
church planting as one of two factors (along with the impact of immigration from 
Christian majority countries) which pushed back the previous rate of decline the 
church in England by about 5 years.15  
 The focus of this research is on the theological imaginary of church 
planters in part because they may have a particular role in expanding the 
imaginary for the wider church. Church planters, by the nature of their 
endeavours, may have a willingness to try new things – to innovate practice which 
may be undergirded by explorations in the theological imaginary. George Lings 
notes fresh expressions of Church as ‘living laboratories about the meaning and 
re-imagination of Church, which is essential for that mission.’16 Stuart Murray 
says, ‘In a changing culture, reflection on the task and shape of the church is a 
constant necessity. Planting a new church is a wonderful opportunity to engage 
in this process of reflection.’17 Research by Michael Moynagh in Church in Life 
adapts innovation theory and applies it as a framework to describe the innovation 
of new churches.18 He describes six innovation processes (dissatisfaction, 
exploration, sense-making, amplification, edge of chaos, and transformation) in 
studies of new church work, describing how innovation is engaged.19 Moynagh’s 
research demonstrates these processes of innovation at work in a variety of 
church plants and experiments in mission. 
                                                
14 Ibid. Page 10. 
15 https://peter-brierley.squarespace.com/where-is-the-church-going. Accessed 4 December 
2018. Quoted from UK Christian Statistics 2: 2010-2020. Page 1. 
16 George Lings, "Church Growth Research Program," (2014). See also David and Ross 
Dadswell, Cathy, "Church Planting,"  (2013), 
http://www.churchgrowthresearch.org.uk/progress_findings_reports. 
17 Stuart Murray, Church Planting : Laying Foundations (Carlisle, U.K.: Paternoster Press, 
2004). 
18 Michael Moynagh, Church in Life - Innovation, Mission and Ecclesiology (London: Scm Press, 
2017). Pages 10-11. 
19 Ibid. Page 11. And particularly Part 3, pages 295-408. 
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 Stephan Paas offers an extended examination of church planting, 
considering the motivations to church plant in Western Europe.20 While the 
purpose of his research is aimed at sending organizations and denominations 
considering why one would church plant in Europe, his analysis of motivations for 
church planting also brings some helpful insight. Of Paas’ three motivations for 
planting new churches (confessional, growth, and innovation) the motivation of 
innovation is particularly relevant.21 Paas discusses how innovation in church 
planting can be innovation for the whole church.22 He notes how church plants 
may be ‘transitional structures’ which are potential seedbeds for renewal and 
places of expectation, although he also notes there is no guarantee given the 
deep uncertainty of Christianity in the secular European context.23 Paas 
concludes in his book that church planting is a way to connect the church and 
mission. ‘As an intersection of ecclesiology and missiology, church planting 
provides the Western church with a rich potential for missionary experience and 
reformation.’24  
 Similarly, research by sociologists Marti and Ganiel call those in the 
emerging church “embedded agents” and “institutional entrepreneurs” who seek 
through discourse to reimagine and replot Christian faith.25 ‘The concept of 
embedded agency explains how actors embedded in institutional fields come to 
envision new practices…. Emerging Christians are not so embedded that they 
lack the motivation to change the system, yet they are not so peripheral to be 
deprived of all ability to change it.’26 They note that institutional entrepreneurs 
have a key role in the process of institutional change, drawing parallels to Max 
Weber’s “prophets.”27 Institutional entrepreneurship has similarities to Taylor’s 
social imaginary.  
A great deal of research on institutional entrepreneurship focuses on 
discourse, seeing entrepreneurs’ ability to “make meaning,” to “frame” new 
ideas, and employ “discursive strategies” as key to instigating change. 
Institutional entrepreneurs are able to rework already existing “institutional 
vocabularies” consisting of commonly understood words, expressions and 
                                                
20 Stefan Paas, Church Planting in the Secular West : Learning from the European Experience, 
The Gospel and Our Culture Series (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2016). 
21 Ibid. Pages 42-43. 
22 Ibid. Pages 181-241. 
23 Ibid. Page 200.  
24 Ibid. 
25 Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel, The Deconstructed Church : Understanding Emerging 
Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). Pages 80 and 84. 
26 Ibid. Page 193. 
27 Ibid. Page 80. 
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meanings, similar to the ways Weber’s prophets reinterpret religious 
traditions.28     
 
This research is not focused on a rationale for church planting, or a study of 
emerging churches or fresh expressions of Church; nor is it about institutional 
entrepreneurship. But each of these threads above speak to the ways in which a 
particular group like church planters can bring renewal to the wider church. I 
believe the missioners I interviewed, and others like them, have the potential to 
leverage their experiences in pioneering church work to make a particular 
contribution to the church in mission in Britain. These missioners are working in 
the laboratory of new church work. They are potentially deeply engaged in 
reflecting on church and mission in the current context. Insights or issues from 
their work can be brought into dialogue with the wider church. Missioners are both 
within the established church and taking roads which are slightly on the periphery 
of the established church. They have the potential to be embedded agents for 
revitalisation of the church in mission.  
 Much remains unknown about current church planting in its many forms 
and its fruitfulness over time.29 Many strands of research are needed to explore 
this area of mission, including research into the shape of the perspectives, 
motivations, and inspirations – or theological imaginary – that fuel these new 
mission works. Research is needed into what is potentially inspiring the 
theological imaginary of missioners, who may in turn offer the wider church a 
resource for mission. Qualitative research is needed which begins to describe the 
interaction practitioners have with missional concepts in part so that church 
leaders and theological educators can be aware of what is nourishing missioners, 
what is potentially neglected, and so be better equipped to meet the challenges 
of mission in contemporary culture.   
The broader missional dialogue is one strand of the attempt at new 
understandings of mission in the UK and other Western cultures in the face of 
significant change. Much of the literature is written from an idealist, theoretical 
perspective, which urges new theological perspectives and experimentation in 
                                                
28 Ibid. Pages 80-81. 
29 There are already some printed evaluations of specifically Fresh Expressions of Church, both 
positive and negative. See Louise Nelstrop and Martyn Percy, Evaluating Fresh Expressions: 
Explorations in Emerging Church (Norwich: Canterbury Pr, 2008). Andrew Paul Davison and A. 
G. Milbank, For the Parish: A Critique of Fresh Expressions (London: SCM Pr, 2010). Moynagh, 
Church in Life - Innovation, Mission and Ecclesiology. Steven J. L. Croft, Mission-Shaped 
Questions : Defining Issues for Today's Church (London: Church House Publishing, 2008). 
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the face of current challenges. I am interested in the depth and diversity of this 
recent theological conversation having an influence on church planting 
practitioners. How are these strands of mission theology being conceptualised 
and applied in church planting? To what extent can one see particularly the 
theological influences in participants’ imaginaries – their understandings of 
church and mission? What is the shape of the imaginary of those who are 
pioneering new church ministries? What ideas, particularly theological ideas, are 
feeding this set of images and expectations? Ideas – especially theological ideas 
– are powerful. They continually transform our thinking, images and actions, and 
certainly shape our understanding and expectations of mission and church. Ideas 
shape the imaginary. I am very interested in the theological imaginary 
undergirding new church ministry both personally and for the potential it has to 
offer the church in mission. 
This thesis comes from the perspective of an insider to the world of new 
church work. It is my professional world, and my experiential world. I believe my 
experience is valuable to me as a researcher, helping me interpret from inside, 
rather than striving for an outside, likely unattainable objective perspective. 
Saying this, it is appropriate for me to identify that as a missioner serving in 
suburban England I am persuaded positively by some, but not all of the missional 
and emerging church literature I have read. I am keenly interested in the 
experimentation in ecclesiology and mission taking place around the UK and 
believe there are things the wider church can learn from, and be inspired by, in 
the missional church literature and experiments in practice. 
1.2.2 Orientations: Ethnography and Practical Theology 
This research project aims to discover the relationship between the 
imaginary amongst those involved in new church work and the theological ideas 
which motivate and resource that practice. As discussed above, as a person 
concerned about mission in contemporary Britain and participating in that mission 
as a church planter, I have several layers of interest motivating the research, and 
am engaged in the research process as a practitioner. Although this research is 
not a full ethnography nor uses a full ethnographic research method for data 
collection, it could be said to come from an ethnographic orientation, or have an 
ethnographic sensibility. Pete Ward describes how social scientists Julie Scott 
Jones and Sal Watt describe ethnography in a broad, general way as a 
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“sensibility” which has some shared values. Jones, Watt and others note values 
in ethnography such as: participation; immersion; reflection, reflexivity, and 
representation; and thick description.30  
An ethnographic sensibility includes participation and immersion which is 
fitting for this research as the researcher is already immersed in the context of 
church planting and the missional dialogue generally, although not specifically 
involved in any of the participant’s situations. Also similar to ethnographic 
research, the data will be analysed in a thematic manner, specifically using the 
method of thematic analysis, to identify and categorize themes.31 If the most basic 
sense of ethnography is “writing culture,” then this research is doing a limited 
aspect of that, in writing the culture of the theological imaginary of church planters 
interviewed. If ethnography is ‘the study of social interactions, behaviours, and 
perceptions that occur within groups, teams, organisations, and communities,’ 
then again, this study is in a limited manner an ethnographic undertaking of the 
theological imaginary amongst church planters.32 This research is ethnographic 
in the sense Scharen and Vigen discuss of attending to and learning from people 
– in their words, practices, experiences and insights – in particular times and 
places to understand how people make meaning and what it can teach us about 
this particular reality, in this case church planting. This reality can be taken 
seriously as a source of wisdom and to decentre our assumptions.33 This de-
centring of our assumptions around the reality of how the theological imaginary 
for church planters is shaped and nourished in actual embodied contexts may 
inform the wider church. This understanding has the potential for transformative 
change, particularly in training missioners. However, this is not a full ethnographic 
study of any one entire situation in context or a very complete, in-depth study of 
a group in their context. This research is not using participant-observation, but as 
a researcher, I participate in church planting in my professional setting.  
Scharen and Vigen make the case that ethnography is a fitting tool for 
theology, to take particularity seriously and discover truth revealed through 
                                                
30 Pete Ward, Participation and Mediation: A Practical Theology for the Liquid Church (London: 
SCM, 2008). Pages 6-7. The values are participation; immersion; reflection, reflexivity, and 
representation; thick description; and active participate ethics; empowerment; and 
understanding. 
31 Scott and Kuper Reeves, Ayelet and Hodges, Brian David "Qualitative Research 
Methodologies: Ethnography," BMJ 337 (2008). Pages 513-514. 
32 Ibid. Page 512. 
33 Christian Batalden Scharen and Aana Marie Vigen, Ethnography as Christian Theology and 
Ethics (London ; New York: Continuum, 2011). Page 16.  
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embodied habits, relations, practices, narratives and struggles.34 This research 
sits comfortably within this ethos as it seeks to illuminate the reality of the 
theological imaginary for church planters through understanding their 
perspectives in their particular context.  Ethnography in theology can function in 
two ways, both of which function here. First, ethnography can follow in the 
traditional aim of the “thick description” of Clifford Geertz of what is.35 One aim in 
this research is to give a picture of the theological motivations and images behind 
practices in the particular situations of British church planters in their settings. In 
order to determine if missional theology is influencing practitioners on the ground, 
research needs to investigate what the actual situation looks like, and what is 
resourcing church planters. Second, the examination and articulation of a context 
or situation (in this case the specific slice of theological imagination amongst 
church planters) can in itself make a contribution to theology through the dialogue 
of embodied theological realities and other traditional theological sources.36 It is 
hoped that through better understanding the situation of church planters, the 
dialogue between church planters, the wider church, and ministry training 
contexts will contribute to the shared mission in which the church participates. 
Ethnography as a theological tool can help this research contribute to building a 
complex enough understanding of the overall church by unfolding this one 
particular aspect, as a contribution to being faithful to the identity of the church.37   
 This research also identifies itself as an exercise in practical theology. The 
traits of ethnographic theology go hand in hand with the characteristics, tasks and 
constraints of practical theology: the purpose of the transformative practice of 
faith, rooted in a specific context and particular challenge. Swinton and Mowat; 
Pattison and Woodward; Graham, Walton and Ward all outline overlapping 
qualities and purposes for practical theology which are reflected in this research 
as an exercise in practical theology.38 This research investigates the theological 
                                                
34 Ibid. Page xxi. 
35 Ibid. Page xxii. 
36 Ibid. Page xxiii. 
37 Ibid. Page 57. This research will seek to follow the qualities of ethnographic research put forth 
by Scharen and Vigen: humility, reflexivity, collaboration and audacity. Humble in both scope of 
the study and learning from practitioners; reflexive as I examine my own involvement as a 
church planter in the UK; collaborative in embodying the voices as participants in what is 
produced and audacious in claiming that this research reveals partial, imperfect but still 
significant truth. Pages 15-25. 
38 Qualities described by: John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative 
Research (London: SCM Pr, 2006). Pages 25-27. James Woodward and Stephen Pattison, The 
Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology (Malden, Mass: Blackwell Publishers, 
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inspirations of missioners and the impact of the theological resources of the 
missional church. It seeks to ask questions, which examine the theories and 
assumptions underlying practice towards shaping new theories to feed back into 
the practice of the mission of church planting. The research is reflectively based 
and comes from a committed, even insider perspective: that of a Christian 
researcher who is also a church planting practitioner. This piece of practical 
theology is not a complete picture, but looks to bring light to one aspect of an 
important element of mission. The research question seeks to understand the 
relationship of the theory/theology in missional and emerging church to the 
practice of church planting, so as to give an account for what theological values 
practitioners engage with in support of their practice of mission. Through 
examining the theological imagination of missioners and the resources they draw 
from to nourish their practice of mission, this research may contribute to fresh 
ways of understanding the identity of the church towards training practitioners 
with the theological resources available to them.39  
1.2.3 Theological Imaginary 
 The term “theological imaginary” is one borrowed and modified for this 
research from Charles Taylor. A consideration of Charles Taylor’s social 
imaginary provides a basis for explaining the use of theological imaginary in this 
research, and its application with church planters. Taylor uses the term ‘social 
imaginary’ in the context of changes within a society.40 Taylor notes he is looking 
at something broader and deeper than intellectual ideas. He describes the social 
imaginary as, ‘the ways in which [people] imagine their social existence, how they 
fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the 
expectations which are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and 
images which underlie these expectations.’41 The social imaginary is not in itself 
a new set of beliefs, a theory or even outlook; it is the background imagination 
that allows a new perspective, the background of often inarticulated assumptions 
about what is possible or normal.42 Taylor underscores this saying, ‘What I am 
                                                
2000). Pages 13-16. Elaine Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward, Theological 
Reflection: Methods (London: SCM, 2005). Page 6. 
39 Swinton and Mowat. Pages 25-27. Woodward and Pattison. Pages 13-16. Graham, Walton, 
and Ward. Page 6. 
40 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass; London: Harvard Univ Pr; Belknap Pr, 
2007). Pages 146 and following. 
41 Ibid. Page 171. 
42 Ibid. Pages 172-173. 
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trying to describe here is not just a theory. Rather my target is our contemporary 
lived understanding: that is, the way we naively take things to be. We might say: 
the construal we just live in, without ever being aware of it as a construal, or – for 
most of us – without ever even formulating it.’43 Taylor’s social imaginary is a 
complex concept, including the very deep, often non-verbalised assumptions 
which give sense to one’s world or give the assumed options one has to think 
about the world. It is also what one imagines the world to be or can be, the images 
and expectations one has. Expectations, and thus the social imaginary, can 
change. A new social imaginary often starts off as theories held by a few people 
and then infiltrates a larger portion of society. When theory breaks through to a 
wider social imaginary, people often begin totally new practices or modify their 
current practices.44 These new practices find their context and make sense 
because of the new outlook, the new social imaginary. 
Analogous to Taylor’s social imaginary, the purpose of this research is to 
reveal the theological imaginary in church planting missioners.45 To rephrase 
Taylor’s words above, the “theological imaginary” in this research is about ‘how 
church planters imagine their ecclesial existence, the expectations of church and 
church planting which are met, and the deeper theological notions and images 
which underlie these expectations.’46 Theological imaginary in this research is 
intended to be more than a list of theological content – statements one believes 
– though it may include this.47 Biblical or theological concepts will naturally play 
a significant part in feeding the imagination that underlies mission activity. It is 
                                                
43 Ibid. Page 30. 
44 Ibid. Page 175. 
45 Taylor’s concept of the social imaginary has been applied to different fields of research. 
Examples include: Political practices during the 2008 Greek revolt are examined in Ioannis 
Kallianos, "The Subversion of Everyday Life: An Anthropological Study of Radical Political 
Practices: The Greek Revolt of December 2008" (Ph.D., University of St. Andrews (United 
Kingdom), 2012). The social imaginary of Victorian era temporality is applied to the concept of 
secularization in Stefan Tørnquist Fisher-Høyrem, "Time Machines: Technology, Temporality, 
and the Victorian Social Imaginary" (Ph.D., Oxford Brookes University (United Kingdom), 2012). 
The contemporary social imaginaries of Korean Protestantism and Buddhism are examined in 
Seung Soo Kim, "Imagining Religion and Modernity in Post-Colonial Korea: Neo-Liberal Brand 
Culture and Digital Space" (Ph.D., University of Colorado at Boulder, 2016). Taylor’s social 
imaginary is applied to First Nations people in education in British Columbia in Byron Robbie, 
"Beyond Inclusion: Transforming the Educational Governance Relationship between First 
Nations and School Districts in British Columbia" (Ed.D., Simon Fraser University (Canada), 
2005). 
46 Adapted from text in Taylor, C. Taylor. Page 171. 
47 In keeping with Taylors use, I will generally use the term “theological imaginary” but 
sometimes may also occasionally use the term “imagination,” getting at the sense Taylor 
describes of how an imaginary is affected by what one imagines possible in society, or in this 
case, in church life.  
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recognized that in exploring the imaginary of church planters, not all themes will 
be equally “theological.” Some themes within the missional literature and within 
the imaginary of practitioners will be connected to theology, ecclesiology or 
missiology. However, this research is concentrated on looking for the theological 
aspects of the imaginary. As a social imaginary is more than theories, a 
theological imaginary is also more than theories, and includes images and 
expectations, assumptions about what can be. It is this sense in which I want to 
use theological imaginary: something deeper than a list of strategies or 
theological creeds/belief statements. This research puts forth the idea of 
theological imaginary may be helpful to explore thinking supporting practice: 
getting at how one imagines church and the expectations of what it is or can be 
like, the images which guide and nourish around church, the context for 
understanding the church in mission to contemporary culture. These are some of 
the elements of a theological imaginary. Also key to Taylor’s social imaginary for 
this research is the idea that a new social imaginary starts with a few, then 
infiltrates a larger population. The church planting practitioners are a small group, 
but demonstrate some influence in the wider church, with their new or modified 
practices potentially making sense due to their theological imaginary.48  
 This thesis will seek to uncover an outline of themes contained in the 
theological imaginary of church planters. This research does seek to trace out 
causation – what motivations cause missioners to do their new church work in a 
certain way with a particular emphasis on the theological strands of those 
motivations.49  The theological imaginary is not the full tangle of motivations that 
brings an individual to church plant in a particular way but it is one important 
aspect of that complex of resources. Keith Punch discusses that for any particular 
effect there are likely multiple causes, as well as there likely being multiple effects 
for any given cause. Punch also notes the power of qualitative research to 
investigate causality and it is hoped that this research adds insight into the 
connection of the theological imaginary, new missional church works and the 
body of literature aimed at inspiring mission in contemporary Western culture.50  
Many factors come into play when considering the imaginary of a person 
wanting to be involved in pioneering church work. The individual’s training, 
                                                
48 See for example Lings, "The Day of Small Things". See also Dadswell. 
49  Keith Punch, Introduction to Social Research : Quantitative & Qualitative Approaches, Third 
edtition. ed. (Los Angeles, California: SAGE, 2014). Pages 48-50. 
50 Ibid. Page 53. 
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personality, the organization they might work with, the context of their ministry – 
all combine with theological ideas to shape ministry. All ministry, and theological 
imaginary as an undergirding for ministry, is driven from a mix of motives and 
experiences, training and external constraints, specific individual and contextual 
factors – some of which are explicit, and others implicit. Personality issues, 
gender, organizational constraints, economic factors, church affiliation, and local 
context all form a part of the theological imagination of a church planter. Each of 
these elements will have an influence and come out in aspects of the theological 
imaginary of church planters, but the focus of this research will be to concentrate 
on the theological images, expectations, and assumptions of new church work. 
Explicating the complete motivation of church planters, or indeed all of the 
underlying, unspoken assumptions that make up one’s imaginary, is a very 
complex undertaking and beyond the scope of this research. Targeting the 
theological imaginary both limits and focuses the scope of this research. 
Specifically, this research will focus on using qualitative research methods 
to uncover the theological imaginary feeding the practice of new church work from 
an interview survey of church planters in the UK.51 This research wants to reveal 
the underlying theological ideas which sustain missioners in new ministries within  
the contexts of postmodern and post-Christendom Britain, and subsequently 
discover if these ideas are indeed comparable to those in the missional dialogue. 
Graham Ward describes how Taylor sees the social imaginary as providing the 
“context for understanding” or the “interpretive grid.”52 Ward notes that by seeking 
something of the imaginary in a situation, one can gain insight to difference, in 
Taylor’s words, not just in creed but difference of experience and sensibility.53 
This is the background sense which this research seeks to uncover, not just a set 
of doctrines or creeds amongst church planters, but the sensibility with which 
church planters are approaching mission in the current context – their theological 
imaginary. All of these factors form an idea similar to Taylor’s social imaginary 
applied to the arena of theology and in particular to those with a vision to start 
new churches.  
The idea of the theological imaginary is particularly applicable as this 
research intends to investigate examples of new contexts of mission practice, 
                                                
51 A full description of the selection criteria for interviewees is below. 
52 Graham Ward, "History, Belief and Imagination in Charles Taylor's "a Secular Age"," Modern 
Theology 26, no. 3 (2010). Page 345. 
53 Taylor. Page 14. 
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where there is potentially newly applied thinking and practice in church planting, 
where in Taylor’s words the imaginary is changed as people ‘take up, improvise 
or are inducted into new practices’ and indeed dialectically the new practices 
shape the changing imaginary.54 These practices find their context and make 
sense because of the theological imaginary involved. A. T. Lincoln notes that the 
primary way Taylor understands the lived experience of spirituality is through 
getting at the social imaginary that shapes it.55 In the same way, this research 
seeks to understand the lived experiences of church planting through getting at 
the church planter’s imaginary. Taylor’s modified definition above will help shape 
the research questions noted in the next section. Church planters as a group 
were chosen not only due to the professional interest of the researcher, and their 
potential engagement with the materials under investigation, but because I 
believe they are amongst those who are potentially pioneers for new theological 
imaginaries influencing a larger population in the church. They are amongst the 
most likely to consider the theory and theologies put forward in the body of work 
of the missional church, and seek to put it into practice.  
Missioners are likely to be those who have concepts, which in Taylor’s 
terms, begin as an idealization and grow into an imaginary through ‘being taken 
up and associated with social [or in this case theological] practices, in part 
traditional ones, but often transformed by the contact.’56 New or modified theory 
then transforms an existing imaginary when people experiment with new 
practices and their practice shapes the imaginary. As church planters consider 
mission to a society influenced by postmodernity and post-Christendom, as they 
enact new forms and patterns of church life and grapple with a range of 
theological themes in the current context, they may be one group of people who 
potentially change, even slowly or partially, the social imaginary of the wider 
church in mission. New church work becomes a laboratory for what Taylor calls 
the process of the “long march” of change which helps bring about a new social 
imaginary. This comes about where new practices or modifications of old ones 
are developed though certain groups in a population, or are launched by elites 
who recruit to a larger base, or a set of practices gradually change their meaning 
                                                
54 Ibid. Page 175.  
55 A. T. Lincoln, "Spirituality in a Secular Age : From Charles Taylor to Study of the Bible and 
Spirituality," Acta Theologica  (2011). Page 75. 
56 Taylor. Page 175. 
	 20 
for people.57  The result can be a transformation in the social imaginary, or 
potentially for church planters under investigation, the theological imaginary.  
1.2.4 Research Question and Objectives 
 The central problem of this study is as following: at the time of writing there 
is no survey of church planting practitioners in the UK to understand the 
theological imaginary involved in contemporary church planting or if the themes 
in the missional conversation are influencing this imaginary. It is clear there is a 
significant body of resources in the wider missional movement, and that there is 
a great deal of imaginative, new church activity on the ground, but there is no 
research to correlate these two. It is not known what theological concepts are 
actually underlying new church practice. It is not known whether or how the 
missional theory in the texts potentially accessed by church planters is being 
applied to practice or to the expectation of what church will be. This lack of 
knowledge leads to the purpose of this research: to provide an initial outline of 
the theological imaginary amongst church planters in the UK currently involved 
in church plants with a view to discover what theological concepts, images and 
expectations are shaping their mission to contemporary culture, and to compare 
the results with the themes in the missional dialogue as seen in key, 
representative literature.  
Research direction draws from the rephrased definition of Taylor’s social 
imaginary: how church planters imagine their ecclesial existence, the 
expectations of church and church planting which are met, and the deeper 
theological notions and images which underlie these expectations.58 How are 
church planters imagining what their church life is like at present and might be in 
the future? What are the expectations of their church plant? What theological 
images fire their imaginations when they consider their ministry? From what 
theological resources are church planters drawing to shape and imagine mission 
in contemporary British culture? By exploring these questions, this study will 
identify what theological themes are functioning for church planters, what 
concepts have been fruitful for them, and consider implications for training and 
education.  
 This research includes the following objectives:  
                                                
57 Ibid. Page 176. 
58 Adapted from text in Taylor, C. Ibid. Page 171. 
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1) To describe the relevant ethnographic, case study and thematic research into 
missional practices, specific churches, and streams of church exploring missional 
theology to date in the missional and emerging church movements primarily in 
the United Kingdom and America.  
From this: Readers of this thesis will come to understand what questions 
have been asked about these movements related to this research, what 
methods have been used previously, and how this thesis addresses an 
area that has yet to be researched.  
2) To describe postmodernity and post-Christendom as two contextual factors of 
mission in the West as described throughout the literature of the missional and 
emerging church authors through examining key, representative missional 
literature. 
From this: Readers of this thesis will become aware of two key concepts 
compelling a deliberation of mission in the UK through relevant missional 
literature. 
3) To give a background to the missional and emerging church movements in the 
past 20 years primarily in the United Kingdom and America as ecclesial 
responses to the church in mission in a postmodern and post-Christendom 
context.   
From this: Readers of this thesis will understand the events, values, and 
dynamics of these two movements, which are the crucial to this research.  
4) To analyse selected key, representative missional and emerging church texts 
to determine the primary themes and sub-themes present in the missional 
material. This survey of key concepts in the content of the texts will then be 
compared to the data gathered from the interviews.  
From this: Readers of this thesis will be brought into contact with key 
concepts flowing through the missional and emerging church movement 
literature. They will understand the key themes in this field of mission 
theology. 
5) To interview 21 church planting practitioners in 18 new church works from the 
UK in the area of their theological imaginary, including their images of church, 
expectations of church life, and theological themes which inspire them in mission. 
Thematic analysis will be used on the data to discover primary themes and sub-
themes arising which form the shape of the theological imaginary from these 
interviews. 
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From this: Readers of this thesis will have empirical data that leads to 
themes of a theological imaginary from this sample of church planting 
practitioners. As far as the author is aware, no research has been done on 
the theological imaginary or resources being accessed by practicing 
church planters for mission to contemporary Britain. This thesis seeks to 
make an initial contribution to this area. 
6) To outline from the data the theological imaginary resourcing church planters, 
and compare this against the themes in the missional literature to determine what 
themes are influential to practitioners and what themes are potentially 
overlooked.  
From this: Readers of this thesis will have an initial comparison of themes 
from practitioners and the missional literature sources which might point 
to mission resources which are highly functional and those which are 
potentially neglected theological resources. This may indicate if ideas in 
the missional conversation have been impactful the theological imaginary 
of church planters.  
7) To give a summary of the thesis including suggestions for future work, 
including implications for theological training. 
From this:  Readers will have the outline of the thesis, its aims and findings, 
and suggestions for future research. The results of this research suggest 
direction for theological education. 
1.2.5 Outline of the Thesis 
 This thesis includes 6 chapters outlined as follows. Chapter 1 gives an 
overall introduction to the research including the research questions, outline of 
the thesis, objectives, definition of terms, and literature review of related research 
to date. An introduction to the idea of the theological imaginary sets the scene for 
the type of research questions this thesis addresses. A definition of terms clarifies 
relevant terms for the purposes of the research. Chapter 1 lays out the relevant 
ethnographic and case study research connected to theological imagination and 
the missional church that has been done to the time of writing. The literature 
review of current research points to questions that have been asked and shows 
the gap in the research which this thesis fills.  
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In Chapter 2 the significance of cultural changes in postmodernity and 
post-Christendom59 are examined as two contextual elements significantly 
impacting the themes in the missional literature. The missional and emerging 
church movements themselves are primarily in response to these contextual 
considerations, so an understanding of these elements is foundational. These 
two elements are examined via the literature to understand the formative 
influence of postmodernity and post-Christendom in the missional and emerging 
church movements. To complete the contextual setting for the research, Chapter 
2 also gives an introduction and background of the missional church movement 
and emerging church movements as two ecclesial responses to the elements of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. One focus of the research is to uncover 
the key themes in the missional body of literature, thus it is key for the research 
to understand the essentials of the development, history, breadth, and formative 
influences of these movements.  
 Chapter 3 examines key, representative literature in the missional and 
emerging church movements, drawing out the major theological themes that 
might be encouraging church planting on the ground. An examination of a wide 
range of texts by significant authors highlights the five selected themes in the 
missional dialogue: the importance of being a community, participation in the 
missio Dei, the need for contextualization in mission, being incarnational in 
mission, and seeking kingdom transformation in society. The content from the 
key literature will form a baseline of the conceptual shape of the missional 
conversation to compare to the empirical research data garnered from interviews. 
This thesis investigates whether or how the concepts within the key literature 
inform the theological imaginary of church planting practitioners and thus this 
chapter forms an important building block to the research.  
 In Chapter 4 the fieldwork results are examined. The design, scope and 
methodology of the research is outlined in this chapter. The empirical research 
utilizes thematic analysis to look at data from interviews with 21 practitioners in 
18 interviews. The content from the data is processed using thematic analysis to 
identify the themes of the theological imaginary arising from church planters. The 
interview data is surveyed both against the five themes and sub-themes drawn 
                                                
59 For a full definition of terms, see 1.2.6. 
	 24 
from the missional literature, and for additional theological themes. Each theme 
is discussed in relation to the relevant thematic analysis of the interview data.  
Chapter 5 compares the themes identified from the fieldwork in Chapter 4 
with the themes in Chapter 3 in the broader missional and emerging church 
literature. This chapter recognizes theological themes from the empirical data that 
are present in the concepts available in missional material, as well as identifying 
themes not present on the ground. An integrated picture of the theological 
imaginary is given, as well as the potential imaginary from themes which are less 
expressed.  
Chapter 6 gives the conclusions from the thesis, including a summary of 
the research, exploratory suggestions for theological training and suggestions for 
future research, and offers personal reflections on the thesis. 
1.2.6 Definition of Terms 
 Several key terms used throughout this thesis are also used widely both 
within the literature referenced and in broader society, thus this section will clarify 
the definition of these terms for the purpose of this research. The terms missional 
church and emerging church can be used to reference a range of meanings, and 
are sometimes used synonymously or together as in the “emerging missional 
church” or “missional and emerging church.”60 Throughout the literature other 
terms for these types of churches can be seen in use, and it is widely noted that 
much overlap exists between the two movements – common authors, language 
and concerns – even while there are distinctives. In this thesis, “missional church 
movement” expresses an understanding of the essential nature of the church as 
the people of God sent to partner with God in his redemptive purposes in the 
world, with a high value on developing a culturally contextualized local church life 
and practice. This definition is similar to definitions given by key missional 
theorists Darrell Guder, Michael Frost, Reggie McNeal, and Alan Hirsch, with the 
key elements being an emphasis on the essential nature of the church (rather 
than a functional view), on the agency of God in his work of redemption, and on 
                                                
60 For instance Frost and Hirsch use the term “emerging missional church” in Michael Frost and 
Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come : Innovation and Mission for the 21st-Century 
Church (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003). Mark Driscoll says of Mars Hill church 
in Seattle that it is an ‘emerging and missional church’ and uses it in his book title. Mark Driscoll, 
Confessions of a Reformission Rev:  Hard Lessons from an Emerging Missional Church (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2006). 
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the church as a sent body.61 Further background on the missional church 
movement is given in Chapter 2. For the purposes of this thesis, “emerging 
church movement” refers to those churches seeking new forms of church 
contextualized within and for mission to postmodern culture, often rooted in sense 
of cultural and ecclesial critique. This definition highlights elements of definitions 
by key theorists Eddie Gibbs, Ryan Bolger, Tony Jones and James Bielo, 
particularly emphasising new forms of church, contextualizing for postmodern 
culture, potentially from cultural and ecclesial critique.62 Further background on 
the emerging church movement is given in Chapter 2.  
 This thesis is concerned with the imaginary underpinning missioners in the 
UK who are seeking to do new mission in contemporary culture, and with a wide 
body of literature addressing similar concerns but going by missional and 
emerging, contextual church, postmodern church and other names. Thus 
clarifying a term to use in this thesis for this wider group of both practitioners and 
literature will be helpful. For the purposes of this research, the more general term 
‘missional’ will be used to express the concerns, values, and practices of both the 
missional and emerging church movements: understanding the church to be sent 
into the world to participate with God in his redemptive purposes thus seeking to 
explore new forms of church and contextualize ecclesial life to contemporary 
culture. Using missional as a broader, more inclusive term is supported by others 
in the field. James Bielo and other researchers find that missional is a desirable 
                                                
61 Definitions from these theorists include: ‘…the missional church is the people of God 
partnering with God in his redemptive mission in the world.’ Reggie McNeal and Network 
Leadership, Missional Renaissance : Changing the Scorecard for the Church (San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass, 2009). Page 24. ‘With the term missional we emphasize the essential nature 
and vocation of the church as God’s called and sent people.’ Darrell L. Guder, Missional 
Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, Gospel and Culture (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). Page 11. ‘A missional church is one whose primary commitment is to 
the missionary call of the people of God. As such, it is one that aligns itself with God’s 
missionary purposes in the world…. The missional church is a sent church with one of its 
defining values being the development of a church life and practice that is contextualized to that 
culture to which it believes it is sent.’ Frost and Hirsch. Page 229. 
62 Gibbs and Bolger give this definition: ‘Emerging churches are communities that practice the 
way of Jesus within postmodern cultures.’ Gibbs and Bolger. Page 44. Tony Jones gives this 
definition: ‘The emergent church – The specifically new forms of church life rising from the 
modern, American church of the twentieth century.’ Tony Jones, The New Christians : 
Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2008). Page xix. 
James Bielo notes in particular, ‘Emerging Evangelicalism, we will come to see, is a movement 
organized by cultural critique, a desire for change, and grounded in the conditions of both 
modernity and late modernity.’ James S. Bielo, Emerging Evangelicals : Faith, Modernity, and 
the Desire for Authenticity (New York: New York University Press, 2011). Doug Gay says the 
emerging church ‘can perhaps best be understood (and defended) as an irreverent new	wave of 
grassroots ecumenism, propelled from within low church Protestantism by a mix of longing, 
curiosity and discontent. Doug Gay, Remixing the Church: Towards an Emerging Ecclesiology 
(London: SCM Press, 2011). Page 93. 
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term amongst the diverse participants, noting, ‘in spite of difference at so many 
turns, my consultants uniformly affirmed the desire to be “missional.”’63 Missional 
authors such as Alan Roxburgh and Michael Frost use the term missional and 
want to resist neat definitions or a “to-do” set of actions, but rather use missional 
as a whole paradigm of thinking, or imagination.64 In this respect, the term 
missional also fits well with this research which is aiming to capture themes and 
resources feeding the theological imaginary amongst church planters.  
 Several terms are used in this thesis to refer to those doing new church 
work including church planters and missioners. George Lings makes the case 
that the term “church planting” has limitations as a paradigm, including the 
expectations around planting with pre-conceived ideas of the outcome of church. 
Lings prefers an interpersonal paradigm, with terms including reproduction, and 
using the term fresh expressions of Church.65 However, other missional authors 
such as Stuart Murray, Michael Moynagh, and US based authors such as Ed 
Stetzer, Ryan Bolger, and Alan Roxburgh still commonly use the term church 
planting/planter. In this thesis, both church planter and missioner are used 
interchangeably.  
  Other key terms are postmodernity and post-Christendom, both concepts 
widely used by missional authors and church planters to understand their context 
of mission. For the purposes of this research, the term “postmodernity” is used to 
indicate a range of basic attitudes and behaviours of people in contemporary 
Western society but recognizing the philosophical rootedness of such.66 
                                                
63 Bielo. Page 11. Emerging church commentator Scot McKnight notes on his blog that 
‘missional’ is a term many in the emerging church movement favour not only for its positive 
thrust but for the negative division between Evangelical and Liberal perspectives it avoids. 
McKnight, Scot. Scot McKnight to Jesus Creed, Nov 3, 2005, 2005, 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/jesuscreed/2005/11/03/what-is-the-emerging-church-pro-
aplenty/. Accessed 3 June 2011. 
64 Alan J. Roxburgh and M. Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church: What It Is, Why It 
Matters, How to Become One (Grand Rapids, Mich: BakerBooks, 2009). Pages 27-45. Michael 
Frost, The Road to Missional : Journey to the Center of the Church, Shapevine (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Baker Books, 2011). Pages 20-39. 
65 George Lings, Reproducing Churches (Abingdon, England: BRF, 2017). Pages 25-33. 
66 Kevin Vanhoozer puts forth a good summary in five ways of characterizing the postmodern 
condition. The first characteristic is that of a decentred human subject, the experience of the 
breakdown of time, space and order as “givens” in modernity. Secondly, postmoderns are 
resistant to any categorization as ‘natural,’ seeing instead that all schemes of category come 
from a historically situated and often politically formed discourse. A third postmodern imperative 
is a resistance to metanarratives – absolute truths. Rather, all knowledge is situated in history 
and limited. The postmodern turn includes a concern for the “other” and for the marginalized as 
a fourth trait. This includes the ethical in respecting particularity and difference. Lastly, 
Vanhoozer picks out the postmodern recovery of the prophetic, mystical, with an emphasis on 
justice and the messianic hope in “the other to come.” Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Cambridge 
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Postmodernity implies a change from modernity and is characterized by Grenz 
and Franke as a rejection of the modern era search for objective and universal 
knowledge, and for certainty.67 Postmodernity functions as an umbrella term, a 
‘conceptual shorthand’ for a changing situation with, from or against modernity 
rather than a neatly defined, precisely measurable set of circumstances.68 Many 
differentiate between “postmodernism” and “postmodernity.” “Postmodernism” is 
often referred to as the intellectual, philosophical expression that rejects the 
Enlightenment ideals and methods whereas “postmodernity” is often used to refer 
to the era in which we are living, when the postmodern ethos shapes society.69 
Some missional and emerging authors use the terms interchangeably and some 
focus more on one aspect or the other.70 “Post-Christendom” for this thesis refers 
to the reality that the Christian story and Christian institutions were significantly 
shaped by the Christendom mentality and are currently a declining influence in 
society.71 Christendom is the name given to the sacral culture in European 
society privileging the Christian church, in which the Christian church is a known 
and dominant cultural reality.72 It is a paradigm of understanding the Christian 
church and Christian faith as central to society, with the assumption that the 
majority of people belong to or have a background in Christianity. Further 
information on postmodernity and on post-Christendom is in Chapter 2.  
 
                                                
Companion to Postmodern Theology, Cambridge Companions to Religion (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ Pr, 2003). Pages 3-25. 
67 Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a 
Postmodern Context (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Pr, 2001). Pages 21-22.  
68 David Lyon, Jesus in Disneyland: Religion in Postmodern Times (Cambridge: Polity, 2000). 
Page 40. Similarly, Grace Davies calls postmodernism a ‘catch all phrase’ for large changes in 
thinking. Grace Davie, The Sociology of Religion (London: Sage Publications, 2007). Page 94. 
69 Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans 
Pub. Co., 1996). Page 12. Smith echoes this distinction: ‘postmodernism as an intellectual 
movement and postmodernity as a constellation of cultural phenomena.’ James K. A. Smith, 
Who's Afraid of Postmodernism? : Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to Church, The 
Church and Postmodern Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006). Page 19-20.  
70 R. J. A. Doornenbal, Crossroads : An Exploration of the Emerging-Missional Conversation 
with a Special Focus on 'Missional Leadership' and Its Challenges for Theological Education 
(Delft: Eburon, 2012). Page 90. 
71 Stuart Murray, Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a Strange New World (Carlisle: 
Paternoster, 2004). Page 19. Frost and Hirsch. Pages 8-9. 
72 Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping 
Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2011). Page 19. 
Paas also notes it is historically a geographic term, ‘Historically, it indicated the geographical 
area, roughly equivalent with the territory of the modern European Union, where Christian kings 
ruled. Stefan Paas, "Post-Christian, Post-Christendom, and Post-Modern Europe: Towards the 
Interaction of Missiology and the Social Sciences," Mission Studies 28, no. 1 (2011). Page 11. 
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1.3 Related Research Literature Review 
 
 This thesis examines the theological imaginary of church-planting 
practitioners and compares the imaginary in practice to missional and emerging 
theology in popular and academic literature of the last 20 years. This section will 
survey in chronological order academic research done that is similar to this 
research to show what has been done to date, and the gap in the research to 
which this thesis attends. The aims, methods, scope of the research, and 
relationship to this thesis will be highlighted, along with an overview of the content 
of the research. Research literature into the missional church that is similar to this 
research largely falls into two broad but related categories: research focused on 
the practices of missional churches; and research into specific churches or 
streams of churches through ethnography or case study. Eddie Gibbs and Ryan 
Bolger’s research considers emerging church practices as a group through 
extensive interviews. Robert Whitesel’s research builds on Gibbs and Bolger’s 
work to also consider recurring patterns in emerging organic church through 
twelve case studies. Robert Doornenbal’s research looks specifically into the 
practices of missional leadership through a study of missional literature applied 
to the specific training context in the Netherlands. Brian Vann Miller’s research 
also focuses on leadership in flagship missional churches in America. James 
Bielo’s research is done ethnographically, focusing on a set of practices within a 
group of emerging church participants in America. Case study research by Cory 
Labanow is rooted in one particular emerging church in the UK. Barry Cooper 
and Graham John Doel each bring recent church planting into focus considering 
the practices of church planting in the UK in a specific denomination. Cooper 
examines the Newfrontiers stream of churches with the aim of suggesting 
reasons for their growth based in their distinctive ethos and practices. Doel’s 
research within the Baptist Union considers church planter attitudes towards 
secularization and contextualization. Paul Coulter looks at church planting in 
Northern Ireland to develop a missional ecclesiology. Darren Cronshaw’s case 
study research in Australia correlates new forms of mission and innovation 
against the ideal found in missional literature, particularly comparing the data to 
Hirsch and Frost’s The Shaping of Things to Come. Hannah Steele does a deep 
theological reflection on radical emergents in the areas of eschatology, 
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missiology and ecclesiology. Stefan Paas focuses on motivations for church 
planting Europe wide. 
 One of the first significant pieces of research into the practices of the 
emerging church movement comes with the much-referenced Emerging 
Churches73 by Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger. Published in 2006, it was the 
conclusion of five years of data gathering from case studies and interviews in the 
UK and US. Gibbs and Bolger’s aim is to identify the key practices of the 
emerging church and explain the concerns that motivate these participants to re-
envision mission for Western culture.74 They invite key leaders in the emerging 
church conversation to give their opinions about the nature and mission of the 
church, as reflected in their practices.75 With a brief look at culture and the history 
of the movement, they identify nine practices common to the emerging church 
and dedicate a chapter to each, ending with a large appendix of fifty emerging 
church leaders in their own words. Three of the nine practices are identified as 
core practices: identifying with the life of Jesus, transforming secular space, and 
living as community. The first of these three core practices brings an emphasis 
on the practices of the emerging church to look to the life and teachings of Jesus 
as a reference point, to emphasize a sent-ness and participation with God’s 
redemption of the world and an outworking of the Kingdom of God here and 
now.76 The second core practice ‘transforming secular space’ brings out the 
emerging church practices of holistic ministry flowing from a desire to overcome 
modernity’s sacred/secular divide. The emerging church embraces 
transcendence and immanence, and deeply incarnational and contextualized 
patterns of life together to seek a whole-life spirituality.77 Living as community is 
the third core practice seen in Gibbs and Bolger’s research, where corporate life 
is shaped from inspiration in the Gospels of the practices of the Kingdom of God. 
Emerging churches reject institutional understandings of church as a meeting or 
place, other loyalties (such as nationalism, individualism and consumerism), and 
practices of church which hinder patterns of life where church is a people, a 
community embedded in values of relationship, accountability, and family.78   
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From these three core practices, six other practices flow: welcoming the 
stranger, serving with generosity, participating as producers, creating as created 
beings, leading as a body, and merging ancient and contemporary spiritual 
activities.79 Both welcoming the stranger and serving with generosity are derived 
from the kingdom practice of hospitality within the community and to the 
outsider.80 Emerging churches make space for each person to participate, to 
bring their gifts and their world – to act as producers in worship, decision making, 
and in all aspects of the community’s life. Similarly, creating as created beings 
sees emerging churches bringing all areas of creation, sacred and secular, to 
express both God’s creative nature and, humanity’s creative nature. The practice 
of creativity is a part of the kingdom participation in God’s work in all aspects of 
the world.81 Emerging churches practice leadership that seeks to avoid control 
and power struggles, and to facilitate participation by the whole group through 
servanthood and consensus.82 The final practice considered is merging ancient 
and contemporary spiritualties. An emphasis on spirituality seeks to balance 
hyperactivism, often looking back to premodern practices that are more holistic, 
corporate, and encourage personal encounter with God.83 Each of these nine 
practices is given context by those in the movement, quotes from the 
interviewees, and Bolger and Gibbs’ insight to the themes and nuances running 
through them.  
Emerging Churches is a significant, layered picture of this movement 
written by authors evidencing both experience and insight, grounded in research, 
and it remains a foundational piece of literature in the conversation. The scope 
of the research within Emerging Churches is far broader than the research of this 
thesis. Its focal point on practices within the emerging church does draw out 
themes which are deeper than just practices, and have something of the sense 
of a theological imaginary. Throughout the authors reflect on the changes from 
modernity towards postmodernity and the impact of Christendom on the church 
on what for this research would be called the imaginary. Particularly the three 
core practices: identifying with the life of Jesus, transforming secular space, and 
living as community are both surface level behaviour practices and deeper 
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images of the church, expectations of what church can be like – are pictures of 
expectations, images which guide possibilities, understandings of their life 
together – the theological imaginary. Emerging Churches does not attempt to 
systematically discern the imaginary nor discern what is resourcing that 
imaginary; nor does it compare it to any of the body of literature. This current 
research builds on the foundation of Gibbs and Bolger, not to identify key 
practices, but to further uncover theological understandings behind those 
practices and the resources that church planters are specifically accessing for 
those theological understandings.    
Cory Labanow’s congregational study of a UK Vineyard church The 
Challenges of Reconstruction: a Congregational Study of an Emerging Church,84 
submitted in 2006, comes from more than a year of participant-observation, 
demographic survey, and semi-structured interviews with a particular Vineyard 
congregation, which he calls Jacobsfield Vineyard. It has three aims: To describe 
and understand in detail Jacobsfield Vineyard as a self-ascribed ‘emerging 
church;’ to identify the central theological question which occupies the church; 
and to consider how this question and theological reflection might be applied 
more widely.85 Before outlining the research, Labanow surveys the field of 
practical theology through its history and characteristics, defining his research as 
practical theology using a mutually critical correlational model.86 Part Two 
focuses on the congregational study and ethnographic description which seeks 
to find the core themes in Jacobsfield Vineyard centred on reconstructing identity: 
of a congregation both differentiating itself from, and maintaining some 
connection with, traditional evangelicalism, the Vineyard denomination, the post-
Christian context in which it finds itself, and the emerging church movement.87 
The theme of safety through honesty, and openness for the individual 
congregants exploring Christian faith at various stages was another key, as was 
having space for spiritual growth and maturity  (although there was significant 
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85 Ibid. Page 81. 
86 Ibid. Pages 9-40. Labanow gives his definition of practical theology for the purposes of his 
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ambiguity as to what this meant as a goal for the individual.)88 Lastly, Jacobsfield 
Vineyard also is marked by experimentation in communicating with the 
contemporary, post-modern culture around them.89  
 From the themes which arise from his research, Labanow uses Browning’s 
objective of using the details from the descriptive study to formulate a central 
theological question: ‘What are our communally accepted and critically held 
criteria for reconstruction which result in relevance to ourselves and those to 
whom we are trying to credibly represent the Christian faith?’90 Part Three of the 
thesis undertakes practical theological reflection, which may have application to 
other contexts. This section considers themes of relating to religious parentage, 
safe places for exploring faith, the themes of Christian growth and maturity, 
communication with contemporary culture, and the challenges of 
reconstruction.91 Labanow’s thesis has complementary elements to the research 
in this thesis as Labanow is seeking themes on the central theological question 
through reflection on empirical data, and making generalizations for applications 
in other settings. Seeking this type of theological question uncovers elements of 
the theological imaginary undergirding the congregation, those elements which 
form the expectations around their ecclesial life together, and how they imagine 
church to be. So although Labanow does not address the imaginary specifically, 
his research does come at some similar layers of content about one specific 
context in Jacobsfield Vineyard. Labanow’s research methods include interviews, 
but they also rely heavily on participant-observation. The scope is different to this 
research as his interviews and participant-observation are applied in depth to one 
setting with the significant focus of ethnographic detail of a whole setting, not 
specifically on a new church plant, making it different from this research; nor is 
there any focus on the content or use of missional resources.  
 Research with similarities to this thesis is found in Darren Cronshaw’s 
2009 thesis The Shaping of Things Now: Mission and Innovation in Four 
Emerging Churches in Melbourne.92 Cronshaw’s case study research evaluates 
the claims of emerging churches to stimulate new forms of mission and innovation 
for the contemporary culture. Cronshaw does four case studies of new churches 
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or re-invented churches in Melbourne, Australia, with the aim of understanding 
the experience of mission and innovation particularly comparing the case study 
data to the rhetoric found in emerging missional literature, particularly in Michael 
Frost and Alan Hirsch’s book The Shaping of Things to Come.93 The scope of the 
research is to take the four phenomenological case studies compared primarily 
to Frost and Hirsch’s book to examine the categories of mission and innovation. 
The four case studies are a mixture of sizes, denominations, settings, and 
approaches, all locally rooted in Melbourne.94 Two analytical tools used in the 
research to understand group dynamics are innovation-diffusion by Everett M. 
Rogers and the systems analysis of learning organizations by Peter M. Senge.95  
In each case study, Cronshaw examines how innovation is diffused in the 
emerging church system and how organizations as systems can best learn 
together. The thesis evaluates The Shaping of Things to Come (Shaping) and 
several other emerging church theorists which Frost and Hirsch draw from.  
Innovation and mission are the two categories the authors of Shaping suggest 
should characterize emerging churches for the 21st century, thus they are the 
key categories for Cronshaw’s research. Also key to the research are the 
categories Frost and Hirsch use for forming emerging missional churches around 
understanding the context as post-Christendom, mission as incarnational, 
community belonging as centred-set, and organizational life as an organic 
system.96 Lastly, Cronshaw examines some theological facets of Shaping, 
including incarnational ecclesiology, messianic spirituality and apostolic 
leadership.97  
 The next Chapters 3-6 are the four case studies. Chapters 7-10 give a 
deeper analysis of the four cases studies around the categories of mission and 
innovation: looking at an incarnational model of mission;98 the emphasis on 
inclusive community and if the experience of belonging and inclusion is 
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qualitatively different from other churches;99 innovation, the role of creative 
dreaming, and an empowering style of leadership;100  and innovation and change 
management for the sake of mission and a culture of change.101 Cronshaw 
concludes his research by noting the four churches under investigation are 
generally being shaped by the vision exemplified in Frost and Hirsch’s writing, 
even while they still have things to learn. The four churches can be seen at their 
best as “learning organisations,” using Peter Senge’s organisational terms, where 
they foster mission, community, empowered leadership, and change although 
their reality does not always match up to their rhetoric; they are not reaching as 
many unchurched people as hoped and decision processes can be haphazard.102 
Cronshaw’s research shares several elements with this research in studying the 
emerging missional church and comparing the reality on the ground to the ideal 
found in the literature. While not using the term theological imaginary, some of 
the concepts Cronshaw is examining might be of a similar nature, although more 
from a phenomenological perspective. However, his case studies are 
geographically focused in Melbourne, Australia, and consist of four deeper case 
studies rather than the UK based wider interview set of church planters included 
in this research. His comparison to literature is primarily focused on one book 
rather than the wider set of literature compared in this thesis.  There is much to 
appreciate in Cronshaw’s thesis which includes parallels to this thesis, but also 
focused in a different geographic context and more narrowly focused in terms of 
literature.  
 In 2009 Robert Whitesel completed a thesis on the emerging church 
entitled Recurring Patterns of Organic Churches: An Analysis of Twelve 
Emerging Congregations.103 Whitesel’s case study research seeks to draw out 
recurring liturgical patterns in 12 organic churches (the author’s preferred term 
over ‘emerging churches’) in North America and the United Kingdom. The aim of 
the research is to discover the recurring patterns of practice of organic 
churches.104 Whitesel asks three related questions: What is organic church 
(Chapter 1); what are the practices of organic church (Chapters 1-12); and what 
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are the recurring patterns of organic churches (conclusion). The patterns 
discovered are compared in the concluding chapter to previous research on 
patterns in emerging churches found in literature by Van Gelder, Gibbs, and 
Gibbs and Bolger.105 10 of the 12 case studies are in America, one is in Canada 
and one is in the United Kingdom, covering a range of churchmanship and 
attendance size.106 It is the author’s thesis that researching patterns in organic 
churches that are growing in a postmodern context will be useful for other 
churches in their mission to disciple believers in the current postmodern North 
American context.107 Each case study examines what Whitesel calls ‘shared 
rhythms,’ his metaphor used to describe the combination of observed patterns, 
which the author compares to a composer combining notes into a rhythm.108 He 
further breaks these down into three sub-categories – Rhythms of Place (locale, 
accessibility, and atmosphere), Rhythms of Worship (historical, liturgical, and 
experiential encounter) and Rhythms of Discipleship (how each setting 
communicates scripture and nurtures disciples).109  
 The final section of the research begins with the analysis of recurring 
patterns found in the congregations Whitesel studied and a comparison to how 
these patterns fit into observations by Van Gelder, Gibbs, and Gibbs and Bolger. 
Whitesel’s research identifies 14 patterns repeated in his organic churches, 
finding each case study had a minimum of 7 of the 14 patterns.110 Whitesel does 
a very brief description and illustrates each pattern from several case studies, 
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suggesting a rationale for their recurrence. The final part of the concluding 
chapter is the author’s recommendations to the Church Growth Movement, the 
Emerging Church, and the Church at large based on the findings of his research. 
Overall Whitesel recommends the Church understand the strategic importance 
of organic interconnectedness. The organic metaphor fosters an imagination that 
encourages systems where all parts work together, adapting to their environment 
with diversity.111 Whitesel’s thesis is very straightforward in content, but can get 
a bit muddled with the metaphor of multiple rhythms, has numerous 
recommendations, and can tend towards generalizations. His research confirms 
previous observations on patterns of practice in literature by Van Gelder, Gibbs, 
Gibbs and Bolger on emerging churches. It is similar to this research in touching 
on themes which might be those of a theological imaginary as evidenced by 
Whitesel’s recurring patterns, many of which are theological in nature and deeper 
than simple behaviours. The research is conducted with some similarities using 
interviews, but unlike this research is primarily based in America and is done in a 
case study pattern. Also unlike this research, Whitesel makes no reference to the 
resources utilized by these organic emerging churches. The focus of Whitesel’s 
research is on the ethos of the congregations themselves not on the theological 
imaginary of church planters compared to the body of resources in the missional 
dialogue.  
Barry Cooper investigates church planting in a missional stream of 
churches in Newfrontiers Church Planting in the UK: an Examination of Their 
Distinctives and Practices in his 2009 Doctor of Ministry thesis.112 Cooper 
examines the Newfrontiers stream of churches with the aim of suggesting 
reasons for their growth based in their distinctive ethos and practices. He employs 
document analysis from printed and other media materials and interviews with a 
variety of leaders in Newfrontiers. Cooper analysed data from a questionnaire to 
determine statistically significant factors of growth based on measures of success 
for a Newfrontiers church plant. The thesis sets the context with a section on 
church planting in the UK and the history of the Newfrontiers movement as a 
charismatic church characterized by a mix of neo-Pentecostal and reformed 
theology, charismatic worship, evangelical revivalism evangelism, and “New 
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Apostolic” leadership.113 A history of the movement forms the basis to ask the 
question ‘Why does Newfrontiers plant churches?’ Three elements are distilled 
by Cooper: Newfrontiers prophetic history around church planting; the self-belief 
within the group of having an identity as a distinct people with a God-given 
mission; and an eschatological motivation that restoring and planting new 
churches is a part of God’s intention and connects with Jesus’ return.114 The 
thesis asks its second question ‘How is its church planting momentum being 
maintained?’ in Chapter 2.  Factors encouraging the high level of sustained 
interest in church planting include the impact of foundational prophetic words 
concerning church planting, the influence of Newfrontiers leadership 
conferences, the mobilization of young people, the influence of founder Terry 
Virgo, and finally an investment in publicity, financial support for church planters, 
and training for church planters.115 
 The second section of the thesis focuses on the practices of Newfrontiers 
church planting, considering both how it plants churches and the levels of growth 
from their church plants. Newfrontiers church plants often have significant 
emphasis on leadership selection, outreach strategies, community involvement, 
and support within the network.116 For the purposes of his thesis, Cooper distils 
6 measurements of success used for evaluating the success of church plants.117 
The research highlights those factors that are statistically significant for growth in 
a church plant and then summarizes what “successful and not-so-successful” 
church plants might look like. Six statistically significant factors are included: 10% 
Sunday attendance growth rate, 30% Sunday attendance growth rate, 20% 
conversion growth, 20% core group growth, recognition of the group as a church, 
and community involvement.118 The author then concludes with some questions 
for the future of the growth of Newfrontiers including progress beyond the second 
generation and its potential for impact in an increasingly unchurched nation.119 
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Cooper’s thesis is similar to this research in being UK based research into church 
planting as a general topic, with some interviews with church leaders, but is 
largely researched from historical documents. But the focus of Cooper’s’ research 
is different to this research in that it is focused on identifying growth factors in one 
missional church stream rather than the theological imaginary across a wider 
sample group of differing churchmanship; nor does Cooper deal with any 
comparison of resources accessed from missional literature.120  
 Graham John Doel investigated church planting in another particular 
denomination in Church Planting in the Baptist Union of Great Britain, 1980-2010: 
A Critical Study.121 Doel’s 2010 qualitative study examines three decades of 
church planting within the Baptist Union, with particular aim on the church 
planter’s awareness and response to the concepts of secularisation and 
contextualization. After reviewing all the statistical data available on church 
planting in the Baptist Union, the author interviews twelve church planting 
practitioners to examine their response to secularization and contextualization in 
church planting. Doel identifies two broad periods of church planting marked by 
different motivational factors and influences. The first era is churches planted 
between 1980-1996, labelled by Doel as Reaction.122 The author’s 
characterization of this era is that of a negative reaction to the secularisation 
theory emerging in the previous decades. The mix of motivational factors to 
church planting includes location driven church plants, churches being replanted 
or relocated, churches started from evangelistic efforts, and Local Ecumenical 
Projects.123 The second period of church planting identified by Doel is that of Re-
imagination (1996-2010), characterized by a reflection on deeper questions about 
the nature of mission and contextualization.124 Doel uses imagination in the 
context of church planters using reflection then imagination to explore new, 
creative ways of responding in mission. Doel’s second period of Baptist church 
planting captures a similar conceptual movement towards what is the subject of 
this research: church planters exploring deeper questions about the nature of 
mission and culture, or in other terms, their theological imaginary. Church 
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planters in this era have a much greater focus on listening to the mission situation 
and adapting their approaches, particularly noting the place of food in their 
gatherings, a deliberate integration in their community, and a different approach 
to worship and learning.125 Doel identifies markers or influences that have directly 
or indirectly influenced practices for this era, including the alternative worship and 
emerging church movements, Stuart Murray’s influence through his writing, and 
involvement with Urban Expression and Baptist Union church planting 
consultation and working groups.126  
Doel’s research has significant similarities with this research in that it is 
seeking to draw out motivational and theological factors fostering and 
undergirding church planting, which conceptually overlaps with the theological 
imaginary. Doel seeks out resources used specifically by the church planting 
practitioners in his research, which is again similar to this research, although his 
catalogue of resources is broader in type, but limited to Baptist Union focused 
resources. Similar to this research, Doel interviews church planting practitioners 
in the UK, but his sample is limited to the Baptist Union, both in those church 
planters he interviews and the majority of the resources he considers. Doel’s 
research secondarily draws out some of what might be the theological imaginary 
supporting church planting, but focuses specifically on attitudes towards 
secularization and contextualization. In contrast, this research considers a 
broader range of churchmanship, and looks at the wide range of literature in the 
missional dialogue when considering theological imagination accessed on the 
ground by church planters. Additionally, this research compares the empirical 
findings to the conceptual base found in the wider literature. While addressing 
many similar themes, Doel’s research focus is complementary to this research, 
focused on one church stream and without the emphasis on comparison of the 
interview data to the wider missional body of literature.  
 James Bielo brings out the practices that form American Evangelicals in 
his 2011 Emerging Evangelicals: Faith, Modernity, and the Desire for 
Authenticity. Bielo’s research aims to understand how some individuals are taking 
in and acting on the exchange of ideas in the Emerging Church Movement in 
America.127 The elements Bielo identifies are similar to the theological imaginary 
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in that they are ways people imagine their ecclesial life together, expectations of 
what could be, and ideas and images which undergird these expectations. He 
traces what he calls Emerging Evangelicalism, characterized as ‘a movement 
organized by cultural critique, a desire for change, and grounded in the conditions 
of both modernity and late modernity’ through extensive ethnographic field 
research.128 It is the grounding of both modernity and late modernity that Bielo 
uniquely brings out – the mixing of impulses from different directions that can be 
seen in the emerging church. Bielo begins with chapters unpacking two aspects 
(the use of irony and common stories of deconversion)129 of a central tenet that 
authenticity is an organizing theme for Emerging Evangelicals.130 He goes on to 
explore the ways in which emerging participants are formed as religious subjects 
in three arenas: ancient-future worship, the cultural work of being missional, and 
the process of church planting. Both ancient-future worship and practices of new 
monasticism come from individuals who are seeking authenticity by connecting 
to church history.131  
 The practices of being missional also form a way of living out authentic 
faith for Emerging Evangelicals: Being a missionary to one’s own society through 
practices of evangelism and cultural learning.132 Bielo picks up eschatology as a 
particular aspect of being missional, where different models of time related to 
perspectives on kingdom theologies bring the individual the potential for agency 
to affect the coming of the kingdom. Bielo’s research finds his Emerging 
Evangelicals following either a now/not yet view of the kingdom or Preterism.133 
Finally, the arena of church planting particularly exemplifies Bielo’s thesis that 
Emerging Evangelicals are both and at the same time modern and late modern 
religious practitioners. He posits that contemporary church planting 
characteristics of measurement and mapping, along with a tendency to 
performing traditional gender roles illustrate modernity, while late modernity is 
seen in the entrepreneurial spirit, patterns of urban restructuring and valuing a 
sense of place.134 Bielo’s research into church planting notes that church planting 
is not new and is promoted across theological lines, but among Emerging 
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Evangelicals tends to focus more narrowly on a stream of church planting that is 
reformed, traditional in gender roles and highly professionalized in detailed 
execution.135 Bielo’s research focuses solely on American Emerging 
Evangelicals, and within that group, American emerging church planters, which 
is geographically different, and a narrower focus group to this research. The 
purpose of his research is complementary to this thesis in examining how people 
in his field are taking in and acting on ideas from the Emerging Church Movement 
(which could be considered parallel to the theological imaginary in this research). 
However, Bielo has a different focal point in examining the mix of modernity, late 
modernity, critique, and the drive for authenticity expressing itself in his subjects 
rather than exploring the resources fuelling those individuals and their potential 
imaginary. Bielo does not consider the resources utilized by church planters or 
carry out any comparison of theological concepts in practice and resources. His 
research is an excellent view of (what could be considered) part of the theological 
imaginary of a particular segment of the American missional/emerging church 
grounded in ethnographic research.  
Brian Vann Miller’s 2011 research on five noteworthy missional churches 
gives insight into leadership motivations and culture. Images of the Missional 
Church: Leadership, Culture and Practices in Context136 seeks to identify 
common characteristics of what motivates leaders, the organizational culture of 
their missional churches, and the primary practices of their communities through 
doing case studies on five leading missional communities in America as identified 
by a panel of experts.137 These three areas of research seek to uncover patterns 
amongst missional leaders and missional churches, to give a picture of what 
missional church looks like, as a tool for the wider church in mission. Vann Miller 
grounds his work on a lengthy section on the biblical basis for mission, before 
proceeding to look at the context of mission in the Western world including the 
enlightenment and the changes in the church in the West as a backdrop to the 
missional church movement. The thesis then moves to a history of the missional 
church movement before examining the three research areas.   
Vann Miller uses a tool by Kim-Yin Chan and Fritz Drasgow, which looks 
very specifically at why a leader chooses to lead and the implications of that for 
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their intensity and persistence at leading, to answer how motivations to lead are 
similar among missional community leaders. This very technical use of 
“motivation to lead” brings out specific categories from Chan and Drasgow, 
including belief and confidence in one’s leadership ability, a leaders motivation 
due to a desire for harmonious relationships, and a motivation to lead out of a 
sense of social duty and obligation.138 He concludes that for the leaders 
interviewed, each of the categories of motivation are significantly present, as well 
as a motivation to lead in ways which contrast with observed deficiencies in more 
traditional expressions of church.139 The second element considered is that of 
organizational culture in the missional church through the use of a quantitative 
instrument (Organizational Culture Assessment Inventory) to measure values of 
internal and external focus, and flexibility and stability.140 Van Miller concludes 
that within the missional communities studied, a clan culture of high flexibility with 
an internal focus was the most significant profile, with adhocracy culture of high 
flexibility shifting to an external focus as a secondary culture.141 Lastly, Vann 
Miller’s third research area into common practices that define missional 
communities shows that the practice of large group gatherings are complemented 
by small group gatherings, both evidencing the value of a strong family bond. 
Additionally, these missional communities practice sending the church outwards 
in invitational ways for the sake of others.142 Vann Miller concludes his research 
with some application for the United Methodist Church. Vann Miller’s research on 
the surface has similarities to this research, but the focus of motivations to lead 
are very different to that of the theological imaginary. Additionally, Vann Miller’s 
research is both broader in considering patterns of the missional church across 
three arenas, and narrower through five highly targeted case studies.  
 Robert Doornenbal has written on the practice of leadership in 
Crossroads: an Exploration of the Emerging-Missional Conversation with a 
Special Focus on ‘Missional Leadership’ and its Challenges for Theological 
Education.143 Published in 2012, set in the context of Dutch theological education, 
Doornenbal examines the Emerging-Missional Conversation (his term which he 
abbreviates as EMC) to clarify the idea of leadership specifically seen in the 
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literature with the aim of seeing how leader education works in EMC, and how 
the training institutes in the Netherlands can apply this knowledge for future 
training. The primary methods used are a wide survey of literature from the EMC, 
and interviews and focus groups in three theological institutions on the topic of 
leadership in theological education in the Netherlands. In the first major section 
of the research, Crossroads contains an extensive analysis of the background of 
the EMC, considering key leaders, characteristics, and the way the concept of 
‘paradigm’ works in the movement particularly as applied to understandings of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. Doornenbal’s use of paradigm has 
significant overlap with this research’s use of theological imaginary. Richard L. 
Haney describes them as ‘cousins in the family of categories that articulate efforts 
to describe social or cultural reality.’144 And while Haney would suggest that 
Taylor’s use of the imaginary is broader than some technical definitions of 
paradigm, there are certainly similarities as both are getting at ‘pre-theoretical 
articulations’ or a framework in which people imagine or expect their social reality, 
or their underlying assumptions.145 Doornenbal particularly applies paradigm to 
uncovering the EMC’s call for change in light of paradigm shifts related to 
postmodernity and post-Christendom, which is in line with this research’s 
discussion of postmodernity and post-Christendom being understanding of 
context (or paradigms) which shape the imaginary of church planters.  
Doornenbal considers the complex and abundant use of metaphor within 
the EMC which generates great creativity in ideas and gives meaning to actions 
but also comes with the dangers of imprecision and the potential to ideological 
overtones, where Doornenbal cautions the EMC to critical self-awareness, 
discussion and correction.146 Metaphor by definition in Doornenbal’s work is not 
the same concept as an imaginary, but none the less has relevance.147 As 
Doornenbal points out, many in the EMC not only use metaphor (abundantly) but 
suggest that they are critical to the EMC as many authors consider a missional 
or emerging understanding of church about living in metaphors, stories, 
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imagination and images. Here there is connection with the theological imaginary 
– the use of metaphor can express elements of an imaginary, and often does as 
is illustrated in the Crossroads section on metaphor.148 So while Doornenbal’s 
research discusses metaphor and paradigm in a way that relates to the 
theological imaginary, his purposes are quite different: to investigate how it is 
used particularly within leadership, not its thematic content.  
 Crossroads’ second section focuses on exploring different models of 
leadership, and finding the missional paradigm on leadership most similar to the 
Organic leadership paradigm.149 Creativity, uncertainty, relationality, and 
innovation are all valued in this leadership paradigm. Armed with a particular 
definition of missional leadership,150 Doornenbal considers how this concept is 
acted on in leader education in the EMC generally in the context of learning 
communities before then moving his analysis to the questions applied to three 
training institutes in the Low Countries of the Netherlands, concluding with 
specific questions and suggestions for leader training in these three institutes.151 
Doornenbal’s research is similar in several respects to the research of this thesis. 
Both paradigm and metaphor are related to the theological imaginary, but are 
more specific and technically used arenas of research in Doornenbal’s work. 
Doornenbal brings out the contextual factors also noted in this research of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. The research methods employed in 
Doornenbal’s thesis are similar to those in this research: Doornenbal does a 
significant study of missional and emerging church literature, complemented by 
interviews and focus groups. Doornenbal’s research differs from this research 
and literature in that the focus is more narrowly on leadership, or one could even 
say theological imagination and resource in leadership training, which is then 
applied very specifically to training institutes in the Netherlands. There is much to 
appreciate in this research. It is thorough, detailed, and provides a significant 
bibliography which is complementary to the research topic of this thesis.  
Church and Mission in Four Aspects: Church planting within a missionary 
ecclesiology for the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church in contemporary 
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Northern Ireland by Paul Coulter is a 2016 thesis on developing both a 
ethnographic picture of church planting in Northern Ireland and an integrative 
missional ecclesiology which holds together four creedal aspects of the church.152 
Coulter’s hypothesis is that ‘new churches are started in Northern Ireland without 
adequate analysis of the context or clear vision of the essential nature of the 
Church and its mission.’153 To address this perceived shortfall, Coulter wants to 
provide a missiological ecclesiology which integrates catholic oneness, holiness, 
and apostolicity. This thesis begins with a significant look at the context of religion 
in Northern Ireland, including the influence of postmodernism and post-
Christendom. He then considers the practice of church planting, both 
missiologically and biblically. Coulter does his research in a variety of ways. He 
does a broad online survey to look at attitudes to church planting, and then 
ethnographic research through six case studies of church planters in Belfast 
including interviews and a focus group with 7 other key leaders across a range 
of types of Christian leaders.154  
Chapter 4 turns to the participant’s survey findings, identifying new 
congregations started, factors for church planting in Northern Ireland, views of 
the Church, views on mission and church planting, and individuals and books 
which influenced their understanding of church planting.155 This aspect of 
Coulter’s research has some overlap with this research in seeking to find sources 
which have inspired or nourished the participant’s church planting ministry, but 
with a focus on specific material. He categorizes these influences into four 
strands: fresh expressions via Lings; missio Dei thinking from Stott, Murray and 
Hirsch; church growth theory primarily from Gibbs and Wagner; and Reformed 
thinkers including Keller, Timmis, Chester and Driscoll.156 The thesis then moves 
in the next chapters to the write up of the case studies and supplementary 
interviews, with a comparison of their influences, support agencies, key ideas, 
context and methods. From the data, Chapter 7 considers the themes including 
widespread support for church planting, attitudes towards denominations and 
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places of ministry, attitudes towards leadership, and the theological stream of the 
participants. Coulter examines in Chapters 8 and 9 the creedal concepts under 
investigation both biblically and historically, as well how these might function in 
the context of the church in Northern Ireland. The thesis concludes with a 
proposal for renewing practices of baptism, communion and fellowship, renewing 
mission which work out Coulter’s vision of an integrative missional ecclesiology 
for Northern Ireland. Coulter’s thesis has significant fieldwork amongst church 
planters, with some overlapping areas of interest with this research in terms of 
resources and influence on planters. It is dissimilar to this research in that it does 
not particularly seek out theological themes, the context is very specific to the 
research setting in Northern Ireland, and the application to the integrative creedal 
ecclesiology is also very specific. There is much to appreciate in Coulter’s 
thoroughly grounded research.  
Hannah Steele examines the theology of the emerging church movement 
in her 2017 book New World, New Church? The Theology of the Emerging 
Church Movement.157 Based on her doctoral thesis, A Critical Appraisal of the 
Theology of the Emerging Church,158 Steele considers the theology of the 
emerging church, particularly of a group she calls the “emerging radicals”159 in 
the areas of eschatology, missiology and ecclesiology. Steele contends that the 
emerging church is a protest movement to an evangelicalism shaped by 
modernity, and that the issues these emerging radicals raise are significant to the 
future of evangelicalism and even Christianity in the West.160 Particular areas of 
protest are an eschatology of dispensationalism which promotes a negative view 
of the world and a limited view of evangelism; a missiology which  prioritizes right 
belief and limits itself to individual salvation; and institutional ecclesiology which 
is performance oriented, pragmatic and consumeristic.161 After a history of 
evangelicalism which provides a backdrop against which the emerging radicals 
protest, New World, New Church considers the critical element of how the 
emerging church relates to culture. In Chapter 2 Steele argues that the emerging 
church promotes the premise that radical action is required to respond to 
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postmodernity, to rid the church of modern influences, and regards postmodernity 
as so radical a shift that it requires a re-definition of theology itself.162 While 
recognizing the need for cultural sensitivity and critique of modernity’s influence 
on the church, Steele questions the significant and sometimes uncritical shift 
towards postmodernity’s values, as well as highlighting the need for the church 
to have a prophetic voice within culture.  
New Church, New World then moves on to look at the emerging church 
take on eschatology, which opts for a collaborative or participative approach, 
emphasizing the openness of the future, the participation of humanity in creating 
the final destiny, and prizes novelty over tradition over against a pessimistic, 
exclusive, dispensationalist approach.163 Steele notes emerging eschatology can 
result in neglecting soteriology and the doctrine of the resurrection.164 Next Steele 
examines the missiology of the emerging church, finding the emergent missiology 
one of incarnational mission which emphasizes immersion in culture and 
identification with the world, but may neglect the challenge to transform and 
redeem culture.165 The third area Steele evaluates is an emerging church 
ecclesiology. She particularly highlights three aspects of the radical emergents 
ecclesiology: a discontent with a perceived syncretized modern church which 
encourages the need for change; a commitment to the church in all its forms 
which encourages creativity; and a commitment to the community as shapers of 
truth. Dangers in the emerging ecclesiology include a tendency towards an 
ahistorical approach to tradition and an ecclesiology which is too directed by 
culture.166  
Steele concludes the book with a chapter on the church of tomorrow, 
offering positive contributions of the emerging church and four theological areas 
for the emerging church to consider for the future. She appreciates the emerging 
church emphasis on holistic mission and the church’s call to be a part of God’s 
restoration of creation; the critique of the modern church which can lead to 
creativity in ecclesial life and space for doubts to be wrestled with; and the 
emerging church’s faith to create something new and authentic in the postmodern 
world.167 Four areas for theological development include the prophetic 
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imagination to critique current culture; a broader and deeper Christology which 
includes Christ as the risen and ascended Lord; a deep church which is 
connected to the source of tradition and practices of the church; and a 
development of pneumatology which encourages discipleship, faith in God’s 
activity in all creation and in bringing to completion new life and restoration.168 
New Church, New World is a significant piece of theological research on the 
emerging church, more specifically focused on a “radical” branch of the emerging 
church. In this, Steele’s purposes in research are different from the research in 
this thesis, focusing on the theology of a particular group of emergents and their 
writing, where this research focuses on a much broader group of missional and 
emerging church contributors. New Church, New World includes no empirical 
research grounded in practice, which again makes it quite different from this 
research. There is an insightful uncovering of what could be called the theological 
imaginary of these authors, with an additional comparison to their views in light 
of more traditional evangelicalism. Steele engages deeply with this group of 
radical emergents and their theological positions around culture, missiology, 
ecclesiology and eschatology, which highlights similar themes to the theological 
themes to this research. New Church, New World is a helpful contribution to the 
emerging church dialogue.  
Stefan Paas writes about the motives of church planting in secular Europe 
in his 2016 book Church Planting in the Secular West.169 After taking a look at 
the historic experience of church planting, and how contemporary church planting 
including the Church Growth Movement developed, Paas book considers three 
broad inspirations for church planting in Europe: confessional motives, growth 
motives and innovation motives.170 The first motive outlined for church planting 
in Europe is confessional purity: a church plant is necessary in order to plant 
purer churches than the existing ones.171 Paas makes the link between 
confessional stances and mission: that church plants are needed in Europe 
because of the failure of the existing church (what he terms purity) or church 
plants giving a wider and richer expression to what it means to be the church.172 
He then goes on to evaluate these in the context of the context of a deeply 
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secularized Europe, noting the potential for separating evangelism from social 
engagement and damaging unity in the church.173 The second broad motivation 
to plan more churches is growth. Paas focuses particularly on numerical growth 
in numbers of active members through conversion.174 In a quite detailed chapter, 
Paas considers Church Growth theory, its developments and claims, and the 
contemporary claim that church planting is a way to growth. Research into how 
church growth thinking can be compared to Religious Market Theory and the 
evidence for growth from church planting across Europe are both considered in 
Chapter 3. He questions the claim that church planting is the best evangelistic 
method for church growth and finds that it is hard to get reliable qualitative data. 
He notes there is some evidence that new churches attract more converts and 
are more effective at reaching children than older churches, but the evidence 
ignores other contextual factors.175 
 Motive three for planting new churches is innovation, and in Chapter 4, 
Paas considers not if this is true or how it could be true, but the conditions that 
must be met to make an innovative context possible. Through outlining the 
crisis of European Christianity and the theological responses that has brought 
forward, the shape of community formation, and three different environments for 
renewal, Church Planting in the Secular West considers how innovation in 
church planting can be innovation for the whole church.176 Paas makes the 
case that given the complexity of Christian faith in Europe, many strategies are 
needed.177 Paas outlines three biotopes or environments for innovation which 
come from innovation theory. These are: free havens, laboratories and 
incubators.178 Free havens are locations of strong and uncompromising 
conviction, often countercultural, where absolute commitment to an ideal 
shapes a lifestyle. A second environment is a laboratory: communities of 
creative people from different backgrounds and perspectives working together 
on a problem. The last environment is that of an incubator: settings (perhaps 
even ones which are free havens or laboratories) which are facilitated and 
supported from the outside to create innovation at the margin.179 The book 
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concludes with reasons (and cautions) for church planting in the Western world. 
Biblical justifications include churches resulting from mission and gospel 
proclamation to all nations and types of peoples in the current pluralistic 
society.180 In addition to the biblical justifications, Paas states that there may be 
logical outworking of faith which brings one to church planting which ‘follows 
from the deep relationship between church and mission.’181 
Church Planting in the Secular West is an insightful, provocative analysis 
of church planting in Europe where the author notes that he does not want to 
produce a handbook, methodology or missionary strategy. ‘Instead I want to 
provide an analysis of church planting in the most secular part of Europe. I want 
to know why people do it, what they expect from it, and to what extent their 
expectations are fulfilled.’182 Paas’ work is deeply theological and also deeply 
analytical, citing a great deal of research on church planting. His look at 
motivations, expectations and if those expectations are fulfilled is very similar to 
the theological imaginary. However, Paas’ research looks at the expectations of 
why one would church plant at all in secular Europe rather than expectations of 
what church planters theologically envision their churches or ministries to look 
like. Church Planting in the Secular West looks deeply at motivations to church 
plant but on a larger scale to this research. Although the motivations considered 
would include motivations which individuals have for church planting, his 
research is from above, a birds-eye view sweeping over multi-national patterns 
and divisions of the Church, directed more at sending organizations and 
denominations. The research in this thesis is from below, grounded in the 
experience of individuals in practice.  
1.3.1 Summary of Research Literature Review 
 An examination of research to date shows that there is no empirical 
research examining the theological themes motivating church planters in the UK, 
particularly with an emphasis on correlating the theological themes of 
practitioners on the ground with those in a wide body of missional literature. 
Research literature such as that by Gibbs and Bolger, Whitesel, Bielo, Vann Miller 
and Cooper focus on practices seen among missional and emerging churches, 
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which also to a degree brings out more attitudinal and underlying theological 
perspectives similar to the theological imaginary of this research. However, these 
are dissimilar to this research in that the emphasis is on the embodied practices 
and not the theological themes, nor the resourcing behind the themes. The only 
fully UK based research reviewed are those by Cooper, Coulter and Doel, which 
focus on particular church streams (New Frontiers and the Baptist Union) rather 
than the research in this thesis which focuses on a specific perspective 
supporting mission in church planting practice. Coulter’s research focuses on 
church planters in the context of Northern Ireland and similar to this research, 
uncovers both ideas which motivate and resources which have influenced them. 
However, Coulter’s context is limited to Northern Ireland and his purpose is to 
develop an ecclesiology for that context. Research by Labanow and Whitesel is 
case study based, focused particularly on one or more local contexts. While 
Darren Cronshaw’s research is also case study based, it sets out specifically to 
compare missional church case studies against themes in missional literature, 
which has parallels to this research. However, Cronshaw’s scope of research is 
different in doing four case studies in Australia, comparing primarily with one 
book, rather than a wider selection of themes from missional literature. 
Doornenbal’s research also reflects several aspects of this research in a wider 
consideration of missional literature, and paradigm and metaphor within the 
missional church movement, but his focus is specifically on leader education, with 
application to the specific setting in the Netherlands. Steele focuses very 
specifically on a group of radical emergents and their books, examining their 
theology in the areas of eschatology, missiology and ecclesiology. This does 
uncover areas of theological imagination, but is very specifically focused on 
radical emergent authors. Paas’ work also uncovers some aspects of theological 
imagination for why to church plant, considered from a more institutional, 
multinational perspective. 
 Chapter 1 lays out the reasons, limits and goals of this research. In 
addition to outlining the research questions and terminology applicable to this 
study, it describes the fit within practical theological research, with an 
ethnographic orientation.  An examination of research to date shows that this 
research fills a need to reveal the theological imaginary from the lived 
experiences and perspectives of church planting practitioners that supports their 
ministry and correlate this with the significant theological resources of the 
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missional and emerging church literature. Chapter 1 introduces the application of 
Taylor’s social imaginary to this research and the goal of showing the theological 
imaginary of contemporary missioners. The next chapter considers 
understandings around the context of mission which undergirds the discussion of 
church planting in Britain: that of postmodernity and post-Christendom. These 
overlapping and confluent factors are understood by many in the missional 
church dialogue to be key realities the church must respond to in understanding 
culture, church, and mission. These two factors are significant in birthing the two 
church movements under discussion which may be supporting the theological 
imagination of church planters: the missional church movement and the emerging 
church movement. Chapter 2 will examine postmodernity and post-Christendom 
as understood by and relevant to missional church literature. It will then give a 
background of the development of these two church movements as ecclesial 
responses to the contemporary context of mission.  
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CHAPTER 2: CONTEXTUAL IMAGINARY AND ECCLESIAL RESPONSES 
 
 2.1 Introduction 
 
 Two concepts compelling the imaginary and undergirding the discussions 
of the missional and emerging church dialogue are postmodernity and post-
Christendom.183 They are visible in the literature in the last 20 years as 
assumptions of reality, images of a changing context or expectations of the world 
in which we live and do mission in the West. Perceptions of these realities have 
had significant motivational impact on the rethinking of mission theology, mission 
practice, and ecclesiology. As will become apparent in the literature below, both 
explicitly and implicitly, the thinking of the missional and emerging church 
literature investigated in this research is in response to the perceived challenges 
of the changing cultural context of postmodernity, and the changing ecclesial 
context of post-Christendom. Many authors reference these two factors.184 
Missional author Wilber Shenk expresses the concern well:  
The rise and flowering of modern culture coincided with the decline and 
disintegration of historical Christendom. The course of the relationship of 
the church and modern culture is of great importance if we are to 
understand where we are today. Furthermore, modernity itself increasingly 
shows signs of aging and of being superseded by a new stage in culture. 
In other words, we face a double crisis—ecclesial and cultural.185  
 
While some missional or emerging authors focus on one element more 
than the other, both elements are recognized as together forming important 
factors for the contemporary church in mission. Consequently, they are important 
as contextual issues for understanding in relation to the imaginary demonstrated 
by missional authors in the literature. Emerging church researchers Bolger and 
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Gibbs affirm the critical nature of these two issues for missional practitioners 
saying, ‘The combined impact of the challenges to Christendom and modernity 
has profound implications for the church, the nature of its ministry, mission in the 
postmodern world, and the ways in which the next generation of leaders needs 
to be equipped for these new challenges.’186 Missional and emerging church 
authors consistently address the need for the church to form new ways of being 
and thinking directly referencing the contextual change in culture identified as 
postmodernity and the change in the cultural position of the church understood 
as post-Christendom.187  
As key parts of the imaginary already in place in the wider missional 
literature included in this research, it is important to examine how these concepts 
are discussed within the movement. The literature below is referenced by or 
written by missional authors and reveals that within the missional and emerging 
church movements, authors imagine and expect the church in the West to be in 
the context of postmodernity and post-Christendom. The following chapter first 
sets out the ideas surfacing from a consideration of postmodernity and post-
Christendom as referenced by the broader missional church literature. Using key 
literature from within the missional dialogue helps build the content base of 
themes in the missional dialogue around postmodernity and post-Christendom. It 
also serves to frame the development of the missional and emerging church 
movements as responses to these contextual elements in the second half of 
Chapter 2.  
The first section will examine key texts in chronological order referenced 
by or addressing postmodernity in the missional and emerging church movement 
as seen below in J. Richard Middleton and Brian J. Walsh, Stanley Grenz and 
John Franke, David Lyon, Robert C. Greer, and James K. A. Smith. The following 
section below will examine key texts in chronological order referenced by or 
addressing post-Christendom in the missional and emerging church movements 
as seen in Wilbert Shenk, Alan Roxburgh, Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, Stuart 
Murray, and Douglas John Hall. Other texts could have been included, but the 
highlighted texts bring forward various realities, opportunities, and concerns for 
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the church present in the missional literature. Key concerns include: positioning 
theology within the local community of faith, but in dialogue with a plurality of 
perspectives; taking contextualization of culture seriously; rooting faith in its 
historic traditions; having a holistic perspective on knowledge, faith and 
community life over against a dualistic approach separating sacred and secular; 
resisting rampant consumerism, individualization, and commodification of faith; 
resisting power, totalizing narratives, and an image of the church remaining in the 
centre of culture; and relating carefully but contextually to media and technology 
patterns. 
The second section in this chapter examines the missional and emerging 
church movements as ecclesial responses to the contextual factors of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. This research explores the themes within 
these two movements; therefore, having a working knowledge of the background 
shaping the development of these movements is important. To give a wider 
background, first the concept of secularization is discussed as related to 
postmodernity and post-Christendom as another contextual reality shaping the 
histories of the missional and emerging church movements. The concept of 
secularization is the wider and more historically encompassing concept which 
functions in the development of the missional and emerging church movements. 
Then each movement will be examined for the key formative events, people and 
ideas involved in its development. The development of these two movements set 
the scene to discuss the missional and emerging church movement’s literature in 
Chapter 3.  
 
2.2 Postmodernity as Referenced in Key Missional Texts 
2.2.1 Introduction to Missional Texts on Postmodernity 
What is clear for the purpose of this research is that there is significant 
impact in the missional literature from perceptions of the changing cultural context 
most often termed postmodernity. Even while examining postmodernity as 
discussed in the emerging and missional literature, it is recognized that there is 
significant and messy overlapping cultural and philosophical factors operating, 
with much of the modern mind-set still functioning in culture.188 A major theme 
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addressed by every author highlighted below from both the practical and 
philosophical aspects is the contextualization of faith in and for a postmodern 
culture. Middleton, Walsh, Smith and Lyon specifically highlight the role of 
identity-forming and the importance of the role of the community in the life of faith. 
Lyon features postmodern commodification and technologies, while Smith 
examines postmodern contextualizing with the emerging church. Grenz and 
Greer more deeply focus on the philosophical roots of epistemological 
understandings within the church. The postmodern emphasis on shared meaning 
making and struggle against rampant individualism come through in missional 
literature in the focus on the community of faith as the locus for theology. There 
is an emphasis to reorient theology as both functional and widely owned in the 
church. Taking culture seriously is a major theme in the missional dialogue, where 
contextualization drives a great deal of missional ministry. Culture is a serious 
consideration in the emerging church, particularly the postmodern implications 
for culture and theology in dialogue, reciprocally speaking into each other.  The 
postmodern concern for holistic experience runs through missional and emerging 
literature, seen both in alternative worship discussions, the reach back to history 
for ritual and faith resources, and the concern for ministry that is transformative 
at all levels of society.   
2.2.2 Survey of Missional Texts on Postmodernity  
 One of the first books to survey the strange new world being called 
postmodern and consider it from a theological and ecclesiological perspective 
was J. Richard Middleton and Brian J. Walsh’s Truth is Stranger Than It Used To 
Be: Biblical Faith in a Postmodern Age.189 The book brought postmodernity as 
contextual reality to the attention of many church leaders particularly in the US 
for the first time in 1995.190 The authors outline their understanding of the 
postmodern shift in culture changing the imaginary and its expectations in the 
first half of the book through considering the topical questions: our sense of world 
or place (where are we?), identity or selfhood (who are we?), the story of good 
and evil (what’s wrong? And what’s the remedy?). A postmodern sense of “where 
we are” is a socially constructed world, where in the insecurity of a deconstructed 
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reality we have created a hyperreal, media driven world which can leave the 
subject overwhelmed and insecure.191 Middleton and Walsh describe the 
postmodern sense of “who we are” is that of a decentred self, one who is left to 
form an identity or more likely many different identities, often through market 
directed consumption.192 Postmodernity also makes suggestions as to “what is 
wrong” and “what is the remedy,” questions typically answered in a narrative, or 
in a larger scale, a metanarrative. The authors put forward the view that 
postmodernity sees metanarratives inevitably as oppressive and excluding, in 
addition to being socially constructed therefore all relative and local. Thus grand 
narratives that have abused power must be replaced by a plurality of local stories, 
legitimate only in its context.193 Middleton and Walsh take a sympathetic but not 
uncritical position towards postmodernity, suggesting postmodernity constitutes 
a significant challenge to biblical faith.194 This challenge is not only rooted in the 
Christian acceptance of the Bible as a sacred text, but additionally that scriptures 
constitute a metanarrative which postmodernity suspects as totalizing. The 
authors use Part Two to attempt to address this charge while noting that biblical 
metanarratives have been used historically in an ideological manner to legitimate 
interests as well as to oppress and exclude, but that even local stories have that 
danger.195  
Part Two begins by discussing the biblical narrative as containing ethical 
factors that work against idealization through two factors: a radical sensitivity to 
suffering throughout the narrative and an overarching inclusiveness of God’s 
intention in creation.196 In confronting a fractured, powerless identity of 
postmodernism (who we are), Middleton and Walsh answer with an identity found 
in the individual as created in the image of God who makes humanity in his own 
image, to share as royal ambassadors in the rule of the earth, to nurture each 
other and all else in creation, not to oppress.197 The authors suggest the 
postmodern view of place (where we are) is that of a socially constructed, polluted 
earth which humanity has tried to master. Middleton and Walsh convey a biblical 
world where creation is a place both in its essence good, as a gift from God, and 
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a place where humanity is called to bring order.198 Middleton and Walsh offer a 
thorough, well-researched entry point for those considering the challenges of 
postmodernity and conceptual building blocks for responses to postmodernity. 
The authors steer for a middle ground, recognizing that faith is contextual and 
historical, that modernity is not only in decline but has faults of its own, and that 
a naïve return to modernity or some premodern Christian ideal even if possible is 
unhelpful. They also recommend avoiding a postmodern spirit of radical 
pluralism. The authors reference missional author Lesslie Newbigin in advising 
that rather than attempting to correlate scripture and one’s culture from an 
“objective” position, the more helpful approach of living as Christians in the 
postmodern world is in Newbigin’s words to ‘”indwell” or “inhabit” this story in such 
a way that it becomes our normative “plausibility structure.”199 This is done 
through the church’s praxis that is both faithful to past performances but creative 
and innovative to God’s work in the present. Middleton and Walsh highlight the 
postmodern challenges to the church of living in a plurality of constructed worlds 
and identities, and the dangers of consumer religion, totalizing narratives and 
disempowerment of individual agency.  
 Stanley Grenz is a theologian who considers the relationship of theology 
and postmodernity. His was a voice interacting early on with practitioners in the 
missional and emerging church, and continues to be a well-respected resource 
in the movement.200 In his large catalogue of writing, Grenz has two books 
particularly relevant to and referenced in the missional stream that tackle the 
issues of postmodernity as applied to mission and theology in a changing culture. 
In the first book, Grenz wrote his concise 1996 A Primer on Postmodernism as 
an introduction to the subject in a condensed and accessible way, with two 
chapters surveying the postmodern ethos, and three chapters dedicated to the 
intellectual foundations of postmodernity through considerations of Foucault, 
Derrida, and Rorty.201 Grenz characterizes the postmodern ethos as a mood that 
is generally pessimistic, with a holistic sense of knowledge, a keen sense of 
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belonging to the community, a plurality of belief systems, and an outlook critical 
of metanarratives.202 Grenz surveys the foundation to postmodernity as 
Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer all frame new understandings 
of hermeneutics and language, shifting meaning from somewhere “out there” to 
meaning from individual interpretation. Understanding all interaction as a socially 
embedded language game sets the ground for the postmodern perspective of the 
human being completely embedded in a cultural context where the subject finds 
their place.203 Foucault puts forth the postmodern questions about the limits of 
knowledge, the nature of identity and the use of power; Derrida’s deconstruction 
of language removes a sense of certainty in knowledge in a text; Rorty proposes 
truth as what is coherent and functional for the individual and even more for the 
community, rather than actually corresponding to external reality.204  
 Grenz’s own perspective bookends the survey in Chapters 1 and 7, where 
he holds to a metanarrative seen in God’s actions focused on Jesus against a 
postmodern total rejection of metanarrative and centre.205 He finds common 
ground with a postmodern rejection of modern epistemology with a certainty of 
rational knowledge, objectification of knowledge, and an inherent goodness of 
knowledge.206 Constructively, Grenz calls for a contextualized, missional 
approach to postmodernity which considers culture where the people of God live 
out their faith commitment. In seeking how the gospel can connect and be 
expressed in this context, Grenz calls for Christians to live out the gospel in four 
“post” positions: post-individualistic, post-rationalistic, post-dualistic and post-
noeticentric.207 A post-individualistic position affirms the role of the community in 
knowing and forming identity. A post-rationalistic gospel remembers that 
humanity does not consist solely of our cognitive dimension, but knowledge of 
God is a whole life encounter. A post-dualistic faith seeks to overcome the 
mind/matter and soul/body dualisms influencing Christian thinking, reuniting the 
whole person themselves and in relationship to others and nature. Finally, a post-
noeticentric articulation of the gospel will recognize faith is more than the 
accumulation of knowledge, but that knowledge assists us in living out faith in 
every dimension of life. A Primer on Postmodernism challenges the church to 
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understand the contours of postmodernity and weigh each aspect so that the 
church can speak to the hearts of postmodern people.208 Here Grenz brings key 
postmodern issues of rejection of metanarrative, differing perspectives on 
epistemology, the role of the community, and holistic integration of faith for the 
church to consider as it continues in its mission to a changing culture.  
 Grenz’s second book relevant to postmodernity as a significant factor in 
the imaginary of the church in mission today is Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping 
Theology in a Postmodern Context209 co-authored with John Franke in 2001. 
They take on the huge task of considering an approach to theological method 
that could reformulate theology in a postmodern framework in way that 
overcomes the mainline and liberal division and debate in theological method.210 
Throughout, Grenz and Franke orient their post-foundational methodological 
framework towards overcoming accommodation to modernity, overcoming the 
division of conservative and liberal positions, and fostering the relevance of 
theology for the church within contemporary society. The authors capably 
reference a wide range of historical issues and theological responses, 
highlighting weaknesses that emerged with modernity. Part one considers the 
fragmentation in the American theological landscape into liberal and conservative 
positions. Grenz and Franke make the case that each have in fact been 
responding differently to the same agenda of modernity in seeking to do theology 
from a foundationalist position.211 They lay out their conception of theology as 
both a contextual and an interpretive discipline. Grenz and Franke see a 
missional purpose for theology, located not in the academy but in the Christ-
focused community for the purpose of mission to contemporary culture. Grenz 
and Franke note theology in the church can ‘set forth in a systematic manner a 
properly Christian interpretive framework as informed by the Bible for the sake of 
the church’s mission in the contemporary context.’212  
 Theology’s sources are considered in part two: scripture, tradition, and 
culture. Scripture is put forth as theology’s “Norming Norm” where the Spirit works 
through the text to form the community as it lives in the contemporary setting 
within the participation of the larger tradition of Christian interpretation both 
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globally and particularly.213 Thus, Grenz and Franke suggest the category of 
tradition as a source for theology expands beyond creeds, confessions and liturgy 
to all the ways in which Christians perform the gospel. Culture forms a source for 
theology in a nonfoundationalist manner when both gospel (that is our 
understanding of the gospel) and culture are understood not as given, pre-
existing realities, but as the authors advocate - dynamic realities dialectically 
informed by interaction.214 Grenz and Franke offer both a historically informed 
theological view on these topics as well as a carefully nuanced position neither 
uncritically adopting radical postmodern positions nor ignoring the difficulties 
brought with modernity. A postmodern view proposed by Grenz and Franke 
places all theology as ultimately “local,” which leads to the question of what unites 
these in common as Christian. Part three lays out three focal motifs all truly 
Christian theology hold: Trinitarian in content, communitarian in focus, and 
eschatological in orientation.215 After tracing the renewal of Trinitarian theology 
and implications for method, the authors argue that if a Christian theology is 
Trinitarian, and humanity is called as the imago Dei, theology also must be 
constructed with community as an integrative motif.216 The final motif for theology 
is one that is eschatologically oriented. A nonfoundationalist theology of hope for 
Grenz and Franke is particular, shaped by God at work bringing the community 
of Christ into a future disclosed in scripture, the actual world as it will be in the 
new creation, in which we participate with God in creating now.217 Beyond 
Foundationalism is a significant, systematic and constructive proposal for 
theological method fuelled by a passion to resource the church to be faithful in a 
postmodern context. The book locates areas the church in mission needs to 
consider in postmodernity including the implications of a modern foundationalist 
approach to theological method and the role of the community in both 
interpretation and contextualization of mission.  
 Jesus in Disneyland218 by sociologist of religion David Lyon reflects on the 
impact on religion in the everyday, ordinary social conditions in postmodernity. 
Published in 2000, the author’s particular focus is on the lived experience of 
Christianity in the assumption of a postmodern world considerably affected by the 
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commodification of everyday life, and communication and information 
technologies. Drawing on both survey material and case studies, Lyon uses the 
metaphor of “Jesus in Disneyland” to explore the features of faith in the imaginary 
of postmodern culture, while also still recognizing the significant influence of the 
modern. He follows the themes of authority, identity, time and space to see how 
the postmodern influences these aspects of religious experience. Lyon is also 
concerned throughout the book to expose the traditional theory of secularization 
of religious life collapsing, but rather, sees religious life being deregulated and 
finding new non-institutional forms, which is often how the missional and 
emerging church is characterized.219 The power of contemporary media in 
television and the Internet to communicate in postmodern culture changes the 
face of religious communication. In the current culture, Lyon describes how 
electronic media proliferates in a deregulated market where religious symbols are 
commodified, where practices proliferate and circulate without reference to 
traditional religious authorities.220 In the postmodern context of fragmented 
identities, religious identity is often assembled through consumption from a 
selection of old and new religious pieces a la carte and sometimes in plurality.221 
Lyon explores the concept of ‘glocalization’ to consider the effects of both global 
and local flow of religious information. Religious activity is greatly disseminated 
through global media, forming new religious groupings which operate outside of 
geographical boundaries, but still remain much more diverse and locally 
flavoured than one might anticipate.222 Postmodern time is a compression of past, 
present, and future, a mix of commodified nostalgia for the past, the rapid 
compression of time across space and the obsession with the immediate which 
also takes the focus off the future.223 The author illustrates how the bricolage 
approach to spiritual resources and both global and local flow of faith resources 
can be evidenced in the contemporary church scene.  
 The future of faith for groups and individuals is typified by a continual 
process of adaptation and resistance in respect to cultural changes according to 
Lyon. Echoing many in the missional stream, Lyon both asserts hopefully that 
faith in postmodern times demands to be understood and lived differently, and 
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that this new situation brings both challenge and opportunity.224 He suggests 
religious life needs reshaping in different areas. First, taking the opportunity of 
making positive use of the new media to communicate faith – to encode faith 
messages and symbols in a way that communicates within the current culture. 
Second, Lyon raises serious concerns about largely unaddressed challenges of 
consumerism to faith. The Christian incompatibility of serving God and money, 
and the mandate to care for our neighbour and Creation are both challenged by 
consumerism. Lyon also sees the paradoxical challenges of both globalization 
and changing patterns of time for the Christian, where religious ideas flow 
globally, but all recipients remain in a local context.225 Jesus in Disneyland brings 
together a wide range of theorists to explore the outworking of postmodernity on 
faith and exemplifies these through a huge range of case studies focused 
particularly on larger religious trends or phenomena rather than specific 
churches. Regardless of the focus on larger trends, it is a good resource to 
examine the implications of postmodern changes (and the imaginary featuring a 
postmodern reality) on religious practice. Lyon’s key issues for the mission of the 
church in a postmodern context are the pervasive commodification of life and the 
effects of communication and information technologies that go on to redefine 
religious authority and personal identity, foster the tyranny of time and confront 
spatial contexts both global and local.  
 Robert C. Greer provides a helpful continuum of positions in the debate 
around modernity and postmodernity in the church in the 2003 book Mapping 
Postmodernism: A Survey of Christian Options.226 He considers four views in 
which Christian thinkers have responded to the challenges presented by 
postmodernism (Greer’s preferred term), each highlighted by an author. In 
addition to introducing the reader to the current debate in the church regarding 
postmodernism, Greer argues that theology should move past modernism and 
postmodernism, which the author outlines for both strengths and weaknesses. 
Greer considers the dark side of absolute truth, defined by Greer as the 
Enlightenment idea of abstracted principles understood to be timelessly valid, 
immutable, transcultural, and ahistorical.227 His definition of absolute truth – 
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seeking to overcome finitude – leads by implication to an understanding that 
finitude is not good. It is this error Greer points to in a history of theology, that 
despite God declaring the finite creation to be very good, both theological 
liberalism and conservatism seek to overcome the finite by seeking absolute truth 
either in intuition or in cognitive objectivity.228 Greer traces the theology of 
ecumenism where debates rooted in whether God exists outside or inside of time 
have implications for an understanding of the gospel. If God exists outside of 
time, the gospel functions in an otherworldly state and doctrinal purity then 
becomes the priority. If God exists inside of time, the gospel functions in a this-
worldly state where reconciliation here and now takes priority.229  
The first of the four positions outlined by Greer is that of foundational 
realism evidenced in Francis A. Schaeffer. Schaeffer can be characterized by 
seeking absolute truth through a rigorously applied use of the rational method 
dictated by the Cartesian Cogito, located not in doubt but faith in an inerrant 
Scripture.230 Greer considers the theology of Karl Barth as a post-foundational 
realist position, anchoring theology in a real world but moving past the 
methodology of the Cogito where knowledge could only be attained through 
reasoning. Instead, Barth sees God taking the initiative to break into the world 
with his Word, providing self-authenticating grounds for truth.231 Greer moves to 
the far end of the postmodern scale in the post-foundational antirealism position 
typified by the work of John H. Hick. Rejecting both the Cogito and a positively 
knowable God, for Hick all world religions equally perceive God from their culture 
and are judged on their internal consistency and functionality.232 It is in the 
position of post-foundational middle-distance realism that Greer finds the most 
helpful tools for overcoming the dark side of absolute truth and barriers to unity 
in the wider church. George A. Lindbeck stands as representative of this position. 
Lindbeck recognized the postmodern stance to human language as culturally 
relativized, but sees divine speech in the form of the Logos – Jesus Christ – 
breaking in to be the grounding of all truth. God, as understood through the 
incarnate Jesus, the Scripture, and historic interpretation can speak to individual 
communities allowing both the pursuit of and boundaries for ecumenism.233 The 
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conclusion of Mapping Postmodernism makes the case for post-postmodernism, 
Greer’s term for a way of thinking of absolute truth founded in relationship 
between Creator and creature.234 Rather than modernism and its turn to the 
subject as the beginning of knowledge, or postmodernism and the turn to 
language as the beginning of knowledge, Greer proposes post-postmodernism 
as the turn to relationship for the beginning of knowledge. God himself is the 
ultimate reference of truth rather than abstracted, impersonal spiritual principles. 
Greer concludes, ‘Truth is both singular and plural. It is singular since God is one. 
It is diverse since God’s personality is multi-layered, open to a wide range of 
responses.’235 Greer’s technical, well explained survey of the debate over 
postmodernism in the church focuses on philosophical foundations often 
unexamined, but which are being considered both implicitly and explicitly in 
contemporary church life. The key issues for the church in mission in 
postmodernity Greer highlights are the potential dangers of a foundationalist 
position of absolute truth, the potential dangers of postmodern antirealism, and 
the potential of a position beyond these both where diversity exists within 
boundaries, grounded in a living, active relationship with God. 
 A more explicit consideration of postmodernity and the emerging church 
written in 2006 is James K. A. Smith’s Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?: Taking 
Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to Church.236 With an accessible, appealing style 
that uses films as illustrations, Smith seeks to unpack the philosophy of Jacques 
Derrida, Jean-Francois Lyotard and Michel Foucault. His goal is to get beyond 
what he calls “bumper-sticker” misunderstandings made by Christian critics to 
recapture truths about the church uncovered by postmodernism which have been 
lost in modernity, even while accepting some points of fundamental disagreement 
with postmodern theorists.237 At the end of each chapter Smith offers a “tour” of 
a postmodern church illustrating how missional and emerging churches are 
engaging with the contextual reality of postmodernity. Smith first considers the 
philosophy of Derrida, whose understanding that everything is interpretation 
governed by context and the role of the interpretive community flies in the face of 
the modern notion of objectivity. For Smith, this brings back the Reformers claim 
of sola scriptura and the priority of God’s special revelation for our understanding 
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of the world. From insights of Derrida, Smith sees a deconstructed church using 
global biblical and historical resources to form believers who live prophetically in 
countercultural ways and proclaim the gospel revelation.238 The second 
philosopher unpacked is Lyotard, usually characterized by incredulity towards 
metanarratives. Smith corrects this misunderstanding by noting that what Lyotard 
is critiquing is the nature of metanarratives to appeal to some universal reason 
that legitimates them, without revealing their own grounding in narrative 
presuppositions. For Smith the postmodern condition of the plurality of the 
language games, each grounded in their own narrative, opens up an opportunity 
for a radically Christian witness on a level field in the marketplace of ideas.239 
Thus the postmodern church, Smith suggests, is a storytelling church where the 
role of Scripture is central, told and enacted in many mediums, inviting both 
believers and non into the story of God’s drama.240 Foucault’s claim that “Power 
is knowledge” is unpacked in terms of analysing the way in which discipline and 
power structures serve to form individuals. In Smith’s view it is this autonomous 
individualism that Christians should reject, instead learning from the power of 
formation and discipline towards the proper end of what the Christian story tells 
us believers are to be in the image of Christ.241 Smith’s final chapter is ‘Applied 
Radical Orthodoxy: A Proposal for the Emerging Church.’ Here Smith sets out 
his vision for a thoroughly postmodern Christian faith through an appropriation of 
Radical Orthodoxy that is thoroughly confessional but does not equate 
knowledge with omniscience.242 His postmodern incarnation of church seen in 
Radical Orthodoxy is one that affirms both time and history, which in practice 
sees a church that is catholic and rooted in its traditions. It is also a church which 
affirms space – the materiality of God’s good creation – which in practice may be 
seen in the embodiment of ritual, liturgy and locality.243 
 In laying out his postmodern theology, Smith has several critiques of 
emerging theology and its engagement with postmodernity. Smith notes, ‘The 
emergent church has flirted with a religion without religion, sympathetic to 
versions of postmodern spirituality that undercut the role of dogma and the 
                                                
238 Ibid. Pages 54-58.  
239 Ibid. Pages 70-75. 
240 Ibid. Pages 76-79.  
241 Ibid. Pages 99-107.  
242 Ibid. Page 117. 
243 Ibid. Pages 127-143. 
	 67 
institutional church.’244 He wonders if the emerging church continues a modern 
correlational method, updating the church to postmodern culture rather than 
modern culture, letting postmodern culture set the agenda rather than mission 
set the agenda of the church.245 Smith observes that the emerging church has 
not redressed the Enlightenment notion of the autonomous self, saying critically 
some emergent spirituality actually increases autonomy and disconnection to 
institutions. Smith characterizes this attitude: ‘We don’t want denominations to 
tell us how to run our churches, and we don’t want churches to tell us how to run 
our lives.’246 Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?: Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and 
Foucault to Church is a deeply thought out resource to the church on mission in 
postmodernity, examining key issues including the importance of local 
communities interpreting and applying scripture within the context of the wider 
global faith community, the importance of narrative and ritual in postmodern 
culture, and the dangers of  modern individualism.  
2.2.3 Summary of Missional Texts on Postmodernity 
Postmodernity is a significant contextual element for the missional church. 
It is one motivating factor driving the rethinking of mission and encouraging 
experiments in ecclesiology. It is grappling with this cultural change that forms a 
set of concepts in the literature, which is potentially feeding the theological 
imagination of church planters. The literature identifies primary issues in the area 
of postmodernity that form the concerns, realities and opportunities discussed in 
the missional church dialogue. The concepts serve not only to understand the 
context of church planters, but also add to the conceptual background of the 
literature.  
Key themes around postmodernity which come through the literature 
include the following: 
• The importance of contextualizing faith in and for postmodern 
culture 
• The need for local embodiment of the faith community  
• The importance of narrative in Christian faith and community 
• The consideration of epistemological positions 
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• The role of the community of faith for identity forming 
• The faith community working out theology together, overcoming 
rampant individualism 
• The dangers of the commodification of life and faith 
• The importance of a holistic perspective embracing body and soul, 
overcoming dualism 
 
2.3 Post-Christendom as Referenced in Key Missional Texts 
2.3.1 Introduction to Missional Texts on Post-Christendom 
The declining status and practice of Christian faith in Western society, 
often summarized in the term post-Christendom, is another contextual element 
which has sparked substantial discussion in the missional church. A grasp on 
post-Christendom is necessary for this research to understand a key motivational 
factor in the missional dialogue and missional imaginary.247 An underlying theme 
throughout the literature is that the church in Western culture has been 
significantly shaped by the values and practices of Christendom and this has had 
(and continues to have) a negative impact on mission. Shenk, Hall and Murray 
particularly demonstrate in varying degrees of detail the negative ways in which 
Christendom still impacts the values, patterns, and perspectives of the church 
today even while they affirm the end of Christendom as an opportunity for 
mission. Roxburgh specifically explores these same aspects in relation to 
leadership through the concept of liminality. Frost and Hirsch consider three 
aspects of the Christendom church and ways in which a missional model of 
church can reverse the flaws they see in Christendom influences.  
2.3.2 Survey of Missional Texts on Post-Christendom 
Missiologist Wilbert Shenk surveys the historical roots and development 
of the church and modern culture in his 1995 Write the Vision: The Church 
Renewed.248 His focus throughout the book is on the damaging entanglement of 
the church with modern Western culture, Christendom and the Enlightenment, 
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which has, in his opinion, resulted in the marginalization of Christianity.249 Shenk 
traces numerous factors where the church has failed to engage correctly or has 
been co-opted by modern culture in terms of integrity, mission, evangelization, 
and church, even while he acknowledges the positive contribution of both the 
Enlightenment and Christendom to Western culture. Both modernity and 
Christendom are considered as historical and sociological influences, or realities 
in a changing imaginary the church must come to terms with in the current era of 
cultural change and crisis.250 Shenk proposes first that a lack of integrity has 
damaged the credibility of the church, thus muting its prophetic properties as 
witnessed by the many movements of critique and renewal.251 He highlights 
numerous prophetic voices such as Wesley, Kierkegaard and Barth who pointed 
to the lack of integrity seen in a lack of congruence between the message of the 
church and the visible conduct of Christians, a church which was 
indistinguishable from society at large. These prophetic voices also note that 
structures of the church were controlled by the past rather than being open to the 
Spirit to meet new demands.252  
Mission in particular is critiqued in Christendom, where Shenk states quite 
starkly, ‘The Christendom model of church may be characterized as church 
without mission.’253 The mission of the church in Christendom, as an instrument 
of the State, was initially to ensure that all inhabitants of the empire were 
Christian. When the whole territory of Christendom was sacralised, even this 
sense of mission diminished. The author concludes that the church today must 
reject any claim that a culture is fully “Christian,” must ensure the normal mode 
for the church is missional towards every culture, and must ensure that mission 
and evangelization not be separated.254 Shenk proposes that the church’s 
purpose can be seen in serving the missio Dei and this purpose must be 
continuously renewed in the church in each era. He suggests that the church in 
modern culture had become syncretistic in evangelism by uncritically taking the 
assumptions and methods of modern culture, dominated by methods, technique, 
and individualism.255 It is Shenk’s hope that when the painful but necessary 
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erosion of the old structures of Christendom takes place, the church in the West 
can be truly renewed. He proposes a threefold vision for the church: the church 
finds hope in times of crisis by turning to God and his missio Dei; the church reads 
the times through God’s eyes and heart for the world; and the church renews its 
covenant to God and to his mission.256 Shenk’s small but dense book points to a 
false historical reality in imagining a “Christian” culture, the need for the church 
to be inherently on mission within every culture in every time, and the need to be 
aware of the dangers of uncritically applying cultural patterns to spiritual life.  
The End of Christendom and the Future of Christianity is Douglas John 
Hall’s thinking on the church and Christendom, first published in 1997.257 He 
states boldly in the first paragraph that what is happening within Christianity in 
the world is the end of Christendom, which started in the fourth century under 
Constantine. He states, ‘That beginning and this ending are the two great social 
transitions in the course of Christianity in the world.’258 Further, Hall proposes that 
the wider church in the West is predominately unaware or unaccepting of this 
change. Reliance on the past state of Christendom, and commitment to the 
established model of church is in Hall’s opinion the greatest obstacle to the 
church’s message in contemporary society.259 Hall’s short book outlines in 
Chapter 1 the reality of Christendom: with a history of superiority, with a brief for 
the church to Christianize society and with a particular vision of a triumphal future 
– all of which cannot nor should not be sustained in Hall’s opinion. Chapter 2 
explores the response of the church to generally seek to ignore the reality of a 
failing Christendom in North America, carry on with business as usual, and why 
this is so. Hall’s conclusion is that the form of Christian ‘establishment’ 
characterized by Christendom in North America is cultural, ideational and social, 
on the level of content rather than form and legality, as seen in a European 
context.260 By this he means a melding of the content of Christian faith, and the 
content of cultural values and morality, making Christian “establishment” a 
complex reality.  
Hall lays out the nature of the problem in the first half of the book, and 
proceeds in the second half to suggest a response. His suggestion is for the 
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church to “disestablish” itself in the hope of then reengaging with mission in the 
world. Rather than attempt to regain a diminishing sense of centrality and 
privilege assumed in times past, or fall into despair, the church should actively 
participate in what the Reformation teaching called the ‘continuous reformation 
of the disciple community (semper reformanda).’261 Here the intentional activity 
of disengagement comes through the work of theology in the congregation which 
helps discern the Christian message from the culture which with it identifies.  It 
must be a deep work of theology within the whole church to understand the tenets 
and traditions of Christian faith disentangled from cultural wrappings be they 
class structures, institutions, modernity, postmodernity, pietism, or free-
enterprise democracy. Lastly, in Chapter 4 Hall explores what it looks like to do 
intentional disengagement from the dominant culture, in order to reengage. Hall 
notes this is not a complete withdrawal from culture, so that no connection exists 
for the church to speak in to culture, but is more in line with how scripture speaks 
of in John 17:14-15 of being in the world but not simply of the world. He gives the 
concrete examples of how the church can engage with quests within society for 
moral authenticity, meaningful community, transcendence and mystery, and 
meaning.262 Throughout the book Hall engages succinctly with both historical 
context and a variety of theologians, as well as giving examples of unhelpful 
attempts to deal with the current crisis from a range of church positions. He sees 
the entrenchment of the church with Christendom shaped behaviours and 
attitudes as a barrier to the church in mission. Additionally, he brings out the 
themes of the need for theology done by the congregation and the need for the 
church to offer society an alternative way of living.  
In 1997, missional author Alan Roxburgh looks at the experience of the 
marginalization of the church in The Missionary Congregation, Leadership and 
Liminality.263 Roxburgh wonders if churches in North America appropriately 
understand their current situation of marginality. It is a crisis of the imaginary – 
the deeper understandings of reality and expectations of what might be. He 
proposes that church leaders will not be able to meaningfully shape the direction 
of the church for mission unless they have a good grasp of the reality of 
marginalization. Marginalization describes the experience of the church in which 
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the church both cannot assume to hold the centre ground in Western culture as 
it did in the Christendom church and in which it is experiencing the changes of 
the culture as a whole.264 Roxburgh points out that the assumptions behind the 
experience of marginality are of a church which no longer holds the centre of unity 
and meaning in the culture, reflecting a move from the public to private sphere.265 
Churches adapted, with a struggle, to the post-Christendom reality of going from 
a more public to a private location. However successful churches were in this 
area (exemplified in the white, middle class suburban church) this success could 
not last because the changes did not stop there. Postmodernity is a world without 
the centre-periphery structure, but a plurality of beliefs and special interest groups 
in a free market environment where no one group can claim even private spiritual 
oversight as in Christendom. Therefore the lived experience of marginalization is 
detrimental to new forms of mission as it keeps the church tied to a centre-
periphery paradigm no longer functioning, or seeking a new private existence on 
the margins.266 In responses to the first experience of marginalization where the 
church moved to the periphery in the role of private lives, pastors took on roles 
shaped by modernity such as pedagogue/teacher and professional/expert where 
congregations are consumers of these services. With these roles now primarily 
being fulfilled by doctors and psychologists amongst others, Roxburgh sees 
pastors currently reconfiguring the image of leadership into three areas: first is 
that of counsellor, secondly technical or methodological expert, and thirdly 
community builder.267 
Roxburgh then engages with the concept of liminality as a framework for 
understanding the current context, and puts forth some ideas for leadership in a 
liminal context. He unpacks Victor Turner’s concept of liminality as a transition 
from one state to another, going first through stages of separation from the old 
roles into a second liminal stage where marginalization is the experience, 
followed by the third and final phase of reintegration into the social group in a new 
role, status, or identity.268 It is the middle stage of liminality where Roxburgh finds 
the most relevance for the church today. The liminal stage has two critical parts: 
almost everything previously considered normal is gone, followed by the potential 
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for making a new identity. Roxburgh finds in this last element significant potential 
for the church today to re-discover what it means to be the people of God, but 
only if the church can resist the temptation to want to return or recover a 
previously held position.269 Roxburgh is clear that the situation is complex as 
multiple factors and indeed two types of liminality (the end of Christendom and 
the shift from modernity to postmodernity where there is no centre point of 
meaning in a culture) are at work. It is the second type of liminality (no centre-
periphery structure) which confronts the church today. One primary resource 
Roxburgh sees for the church from Turner’s work on liminality is communitas – 
the formation of a group of people into new identities from an alternative vision of 
how to be a community together.270 Roxburgh sets forth suggestions for leaders 
towards the church together forming a new identity in the liminal time using the 
metaphors of apostle, prophet and poet. The poet helps articulate experience and 
remember tradition. The prophet helps apply the Word of God into the real, 
historical experience of the people. The apostle equips and disciples the church 
to encounter the culture.271 He encourages leaders to imagine new roles using 
metaphors of apostle, prophet and poet, leading in ways that can encourage the 
church to a new vision of being God’s people in the contemporary reality. 
Roxburgh points to the post-Christendom challenges of the church adapting to a 
new social location of public to private, and the even greater challenge of a 
pluralist, market driven culture without a centre of meaning. He also brings out 
the Christendom issue of leadership shaped by modernity’s emphasis on 
expertise and technique.  
Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch in the 2003 The Shaping of Things to Come: 
Innovation and Mission for the 21st-Century Church272 includes material working 
through the implications of how the contemporary church remains tied to a 
Christendom model. Further discussion of the book is included below in Chapter 
3, but for the purposes of considering post-Christendom some selections are 
discussed in this section. Frost and Hirsch consider the metanarrative of the 
Christendom era detrimental to the mission of the church today. The Christendom 
story of a sacral culture, with a church-state symbiosis meant that members of 
the society were assumed to be Christian, taking the church from a state of 
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mission to that of religious institution.273 This put the church into maintenance 
mode, moving it away from what Frost and Hirsch propose is the normative 
apostolic-missionary mode as evidenced in the New Testament.274 The authors 
are quite strong in their insistence that the church today is still largely shaped 
around Christendom values, and ingrained in a Christendom imaginary in 
Taylor’s terms, which is detrimental to the mission of the church. In 
characteristically strong wording, the authors insist, ‘Christendom is not the 
biblical mode of the church. It was/is merely one way in which the church has 
conceived of itself. In enshrining it as the sole form of the church, we have made 
it into an idol that has captivated our imaginations and enslaved us to an 
historical-cultural expression of the church.’275 
 The bulk of The Shaping of Things to Come deals with reversing three 
flaws Frost and Hirsch highlight in the Christendom-mode church. The first flaw 
they see in the Christendom mode of church is that the church is attractional, 
working from an assumption that the church has a place of honour in society so 
that if the church gets their internal features right, people will come. Rather, a 
missional church is incarnational, going out into the host culture, assuming a 
posture of listening and contextualization.276 Second, the Christendom church is 
marked by a dualistic approach to life, separating the sacred and the profane, the 
“world out there” and the “church in here.” Frost and Hirsch contrast this to a 
messianic spirituality, which they characterize as holistic spirituality patterned 
after Jesus, rooted in an everyday ‘action as sacrament.’277 The third flaw in the 
Christendom model of church is where leadership is hierarchical, with a tendency 
to top-down, institutional and bureaucratic leadership structures.278 The missional 
church will have apostolic forms of leadership and all-church ministry, functioning 
in leadership particularly from the fivefold ministry gifts outlined in Ephesians 4:1-
16 (apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor and teacher).279 Frost and Hirsch point 
out the patterns they see of a Christendom church still operating today which are 
detrimental to effective mission:  attractional ministry, dualistic perspective, and 
hierarchical leadership structures. 
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 Stuart Murray is a leading voice from the UK on the church and post-
Christendom. His two volumes Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a 
Strange New World280 (2004) and the follow up Church after Christendom281 
(2004) are detailed examinations of Christendom – its rise and fall, effects on 
Church practice then and now, and the emergence of the church in post-
Christendom. Murray writes with both broad-brush strokes and detail as he 
argues that to negotiate the post-Christendom experience, the church must 
understand where Christendom values and patterns came from, why they are 
disappearing, and how to move forward into new patterns.282 While there is a 
small nod to the cultural, literary, and religious heritage of Christendom, Murray 
in Post-Christendom is happy to see Christendom end, saying his book, 
‘celebrates the end of Christendom and the distorting influences of power, wealth, 
and status on the Christian story. It grieves the violence, corruption, folly, and 
arrogance of Christendom.’283 The first half of Post-Christendom examines the 
historical and ecclesial development of Christendom: the history of Constantine, 
the changes brought about to individuals and structures in the church after the 
shift, and the cultural values of Christendom. Murray traces how Christianity 
moved from the margins to the centre of society, and then as a movement 
expanded outward into new territory.284 He examines three aspects of how at 
least in the early centuries of Christendom, faith for the individual was often 
shallow and varied; behaving in ways consistent with Christian faith was also not 
markedly different from non-believers; but thirdly a fairly strong sense of 
belonging to a Christian nation and church was widespread.285 Murray 
summarises 19 ‘Christendom Shifts’ which include: the creation and progressive 
development of a Christian culture; the assumption that all citizens (except Jews) 
were Christian by birth; imposed common beliefs, church attendance, and 
morality to be shared by all; a hierarchical church system; a division between 
clergy and laity; and the use of political and military force to impose Christianity.286  
 Post-Christendom turns to concrete realities in Chapter 7 on “The 
Christendom Legacy.” In this chapter Murray spends six pages listing the 
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vestiges of Christendom realities, practices, and mind-sets.287 As he does 
throughout the book, Murray then asks quite pointed questions of these vestiges, 
providing an agenda for conversation, options for responses and much on which 
to reflect.288 The last three chapters of the book are a more hopeful examination 
of the implications for a post-Christendom setting for mission and church, with 
some tentative but specific suggestions for the future, given the legacy of 
Christendom. Murray concludes with a short but suggestion-filled consideration 
of resources in the global church on which the post-Christendom church can 
draw. Dissident traditions are a resource for the post-Christendom church, where 
traditions which rejected aspects of Christendom long ago might hold insights for 
today as does the global non-Western church. The Bible, theology, and imagery 
all offer potential assets for consideration, with a suggestion the church carefully 
watch terminology and keep Jesus the central focus of mission in post-
Christendom.289 Murray’s Post-Christendom is packed with lists of cultural, 
historical and ecclesiological elements related to the effects of Christendom and 
lists of questions and proposals for the church to consider. While the content 
jumps around in categories from overarching values to very specific behaviours, 
the overarching theme of the invasive mentality of Christendom still active in the 
church today comes through clearly. It brings out themes including the 
assumptions of an attractional church in the centre of culture, institutional power 
and wealth in the church, connections between church and state, a “Christian 
nation” mentality which detracts from mission, hierarchical structures, and lecture 
style preaching/teaching.  
 Church After Christendom picks up where Post-Christendom leaves off, 
focusing on the shape and ethos of the church in the transition into a post-
Christendom world. Part one considers the shape of the church, overlapping with 
the first book in bringing out the consequences of Christendom for the church 
today and attempts to find new ways forward. Murray considers the many 
complexities of belonging, believing, and behaving in the flow of church life in a 
post-Christendom setting including where people can both believe but not belong 
while others belong but no longer believe, and every shade between.290 He 
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considers how these factors relate to a church that models either centred-set or 
bounded set inclusion and investigates why people join and leave churches.291 
Lastly, in considering the shape of the church in post-Christendom Murray asks 
if new forms of church will be needed for the new context or whether churches 
from the Christendom era can reinvent themselves. To answer, he surveys 
emerging churches, putting forth a categorization of different types by their 
orientation to mission, community or worship, and further breaking them down 
into groups, only lightly touching on their theological engagement.292 In Murray’s 
opinion, the way forward for the shape of the church in post-Christendom is a 
symbiotic relationship between inherited and emerging churches, both evolution 
and emergence.293 In part two, Murray makes suggestions for at least one angle 
of the complex work needed towards church which can survive and thrive in post-
Christendom, using the biblical image of God’s people in Exile. To enable the 
church to mission, three paradigm shifts are needed: from maintenance to 
mission, from institution to movement, and from the centre of culture to the 
margins.294 The church also needs to be internally healthy, characterized by 
honesty and harmony.295 Finally, Murray hopes for a church after Christendom 
which is simple and sustainable – one that asks itself hard questions about its 
inherited patterns, commitments and complexity.296 In total, Murray’s work is 
engaging and readable, opinionated but thoughtful, and provides some of the 
most thorough considerations of both large themes and details of the church 
dealing with the effects of Christendom and their potential damage to the 
missional engagement of the church in contemporary culture.   
2.3.3 Summary of Missional Texts on Post-Christendom 
Post–Christendom is the second significant contextual reality in the 
missional church literature. This section examines key literature within and 
referenced by missional practitioners that deals with the implications of the 
context of post-Christendom. Thinking through the ways in which Christendom 
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has and continues to affect the church and wider culture forms a set of concepts 
threaded throughout missional literature. The concepts around post-Christendom 
add to the conceptual background of the literature.   
 Key themes which come through the literature include: 
• The need for the church to accept and address the significant 
changes caused by the decline of the Christendom model 
• The Christendom mentality of religious centrality, power and 
maintenance of status quo obstructs the church in its missional 
nature  
• A lack of integrity, including ties to the State and abuse of power in 
Christendom which has damaged the church and the church’s 
reputation 
• The negative influence on leadership in the church through patterns 
dominated by methods, technique, and individualism in 
Christendom 
• A Christendom view of a sacral culture and division of the world into 
“Christian areas and non-Christian areas” or “sacred and secular” 
dualism has muted the impulse to mission 
• The decline of Christendom as an opportunity for new patterns of 
mission to Western culture 
Both contextual factors – post-modernity and post-Christendom – form important 
parts of the platform upon which the dialogue of mission to the West is based. 
The conceptual matrix that make up these factors have been instrumental in 
informing and inspiring much of the dialogue that is in the missional and emerging 
church. It is the challenge of a declining church in a significantly changing culture 
which has motivated the dialogue and in turn spurred on the experiments in 
ecclesiology in which church planters are participating. Building on the 
understandings of the contextual factors of post-modernity and post-Christendom 
above, the next section looks at the missional and emerging church movements 





2.4 Two Ecclesial Responses to the Contemporary Context 
2.4.1 Introduction to the Ecclesial Responses 
 The missional and emerging church form part of the ecclesial responses 
to the imaginary which includes an understanding of postmodernity and post-
Christendom as key considerations for mission to Western culture. The sections 
below outline the background for each movement to form understandings which 
are foundational to this research. The terms emerging church and missional 
church are used in both academic and popular dialogue in Europe, North 
America, Australia, New Zealand, and other Western nations.297 Each has 
specific historical roots – some commonly held and some unique to each 
movement. Each has specific emphases – some in common and some very 
specific to each movement. Eddie Gibbs notes the commonalities he sees, ‘As 
the missional church and a significant segment of the emerging church together 
represent a concern to redefine the church in post-Christendom, missional terms, 
they should not be regarded as conflicting entities, but rather as complementary 
and converging approaches; the former represents a more deductive approach, 
while the latter is more inductive.’298 While there are both fuzzy edges and some 
disagreement on the definition of each and their relationship to each other, there 
is enough clear consensus for the purpose of this research to set out the general 
background and historical development of each movement in preparation for 
Chapter 3 which surveys the literature for key themes.  It is not the brief of this 
chapter to give a critique of these movements, but to give a contextual history for 
the themes within the literature. A relevant general history around the concept of 
secularization in the decades prior to the 1980s will set the scene for each 
movement’s specific history to be examined in closer detail below, providing 
background for this research investigating the theological imaginary resourcing 
church planters. 
2.4.2 Secularization as a Common Background Understanding 
 Both the missional and emerging church movements can be developed 
against the intertwined understandings of cultural change in postmodernity and 
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the decline of traditional church in post-Christendom from the middle of the 20th 
century as discussed above. Aspects of this decline are discussed in sociological 
terms as secularization. The concept of secularization overlaps with 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. It is not as prominently discussed in 
missional writing, but is acknowledged as part of the background to both 
movements, thus is important to mention in a general background in the decades 
leading up to the development of both the missional and emerging church 
movements. Fully unpacking the secularization debate is beyond the scope of 
this paper, but it is helpful and important to note secularization as a concept as it 
is the often assumed background against which both academic and popular 
authors are writing in the missional and emerging church.299 The overarching 
concept of secularization operates as an assumed trend or historical context in 
the emerging and missional church literature, even while opposing trends of 
sacralisation are noted in the sociological study of religion.300  
The period following World War Two is characterized by a general stability 
in church involvement, but the 1960s start to see significant falls in all areas of 
church – confirmations, ordinations, membership and attendance.301 Historian 
Adrian Hastings plots church history in A History of Christianity in England from 
1920 to 1990.302 Hastings makes the case that secularization is a key background 
concept to understand the religious change in British society marked from the 
1960s. Hastings notes that while a variety of factors were at work and some social 
science has moved away from the secularization theory, the term secularization 
still proves useful. Hastings states, ‘The crisis of 1960s religion was a crisis of 
“secularization,” that much used and much abused word. It should not need to be 
disputed that in many very real ways something fairly called “secularization” was 
proceeding extremely rapidly – all the statistics point to it.’303 Woodhead, Heelas 
and Davie summarize that the term ‘names a trend, evident in the past and the 
present and generalizable into the future.’304 
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The traditional formulation of secularization has been challenged by those 
such as Grace Davie who differentiates between the decline of the Church and 
the decline of Christian belief. Davie notes the disparity between markers of 
religious belief in Britain and the statistics of declining religious membership or 
practice, proposing Britain as a society where there is “believing without 
belonging.”305 Davie’s most recent research discusses the complexity of the 
British paradox around religion, noting that two different things are happening at 
the same time. ‘On the one hand are the increasing levels of secularity – or simply 
indifference – in modern Britain, which has lead in turn to an inevitable decline in 
religious knowledge as well as in religious belief. On the other is a series of 
increasingly urgent debates about religion in public life….’306 Davie outlines 
features of the complex picture of religion in modern Britain, noting the sometimes 
conflicting features including the role of the historic church in shaping British 
culture, the same historic church’s lack of influence in the beliefs and behaviour 
of the majority of the population, religious activity by choice rather than duty, and 
a greater plurality of religions in Britain.307 
 Author Charles Taylor, whose concept of “social imaginary” is modified for 
this research for the “theological imaginary,” writes a deep, complex history of 
secularization in his 2007 award-winning book A Secular Age.308 His central 
question asks how the West has moved from medieval society where it was  
nearly impossible not to believe in God, to society today in which belief in God is 
only one possibility of others – and a challenging option at that.309 Taylor traces 
sweeping and subtle changes which see Western society move from a cosmos 
of divine purpose and interaction to one of impersonal, natural order; from a 
society understanding itself as grounded in a higher reality, to one in which 
humans live exclusively in secular action and time; from living in an “enchanted” 
world, open to the interaction of transcendence to one closed and self-
sufficient.310 In particular, Taylor resists linear, reductionist narratives of modern 
science forcing a trajectory of secular humanism, and illustrates how Latin 
Christianity unintentionally contributed to the change in society over time. His 
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account is significantly insightful to the history of secularization in a much larger 
timeframe than will be addressed in this research as a history to the ecclesial 
responses of the missional and emerging church. It is particularly noted here as 
this section discusses secularization as a general background to the responses 
to postmodernity and post-Christendom, and as Taylor is an important author in 
other respects in this research.  A Secular Age is a compelling work which has 
much to offer, but is, in its entirety, not relevant to the needs of this section, and 
is far too long and complex to even attempt to summarize. The long historical 
reasoning Taylor deals with are not generally considered in the missional 
literature, although the resulting realities of a secular society are very relevant 
and a matter of discussion in literature discussed below. Some excellent 
summary articles and materials are footnoted here,311 but several themes which 
Taylor draws out and his perspective on the reasons for secularity will be included 
as relevant below.  
A more concise summary of the nuances of secularization is to be found 
in an article by Stephen Paas entitled "Post-Christian, post-Christendom, and 
post-modern Europe: Towards the interaction of missiology and the social 
sciences."312 Paas’s article is helpful in summarizing different aspects of 
secularization and their overlap with the previously discussed aspects of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. Paas observes that the ‘post’ terms are 
useful conceptual lenses but while they illuminate some features in society, they 
are blind to others. Additionally, they are often used without precision and 
interchangeably, creating difficult exchanges between the fields of missiology and 
the social sciences. Paas makes the case that each term is in fact related to 
different aspects of secularization.313 He outlines five different definitions of 
secularization in use in the current debates: differentiation, rationalization, 
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privatization, pluralisation, and individual loss of faith.314 Paas then outlines three 
concepts used by missiologists: post-Christian, Post-Christendom, and post-
modern. The author suggests that “post-Christian” should be used to refer to the 
aspect of secularization where individuals lose their faith, having a change in 
beliefs, motivations, and practices on a personal but not institutional level.315  
Paas finds the term post-Christendom a useful lens particularly when 
limited to changes directly related to power and the collapse of the church’s power 
in Europe, in contrast to the term post-Christian, referring to personal rather than 
institutional faith issues.316 Thus for Paas, post-Christendom is related to the 
secularization concept differentiation, though in a more historical and theological 
manner.317 Post-modern as a term is notably complex but the author comes to a 
short definition of being aware of the deconstructablity of all meaning and truth.318 
In terms of relating the term post-modern to the definitions of secularization, Paas 
argues that quite a lot of modern assumptions related to rationalization are still at 
work, where institutions leaned on scientific insight, and different sectors 
including the church developed their own area of specialized, rational, 
professional, and efficient functioning. However, the idea of post-modern as no 
longer having one dominant metanarrative or regime of knowledge and belief can 
most be related to the fourth definition of pluralisation, the multiplication of 
worldviews.319 Paas reflects on some specific aspects of post-Christendom in 
relation to secularization, but also confirms the overarching themes noted in other 
literature of the negative impact of continuing Christendom patterns of mission in 
the West, and the end of Christendom as an opportunity for new forms and 
thinking for mission.320  Paas’s article is helpful in setting out five elements 
discussed around the concept of secularization (differentiation, rationalization, 
privatization, pluralisation, and individual loss of faith) and how they overlap with 
the previously discussed imaginary in the missional and emerging literature of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom.  
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Charles Taylor differentiates three types of “secular” where: ‘secular 1” 
encompasses things earthly or temporal, as in the sacred/secular divide; ‘secular 
2’ refers to the non-religious, neutral space within society and a description for 
where people hold no religious affiliation or beliefs.321 Taylor notes that ‘secular 
2’ is what is often assumed by the secularization thesis/secularism where 
modernization and technological advancement force disenchantment of the world 
as a linear reality. Taylor’s ‘secular 3’ is the focus of most of his work in A Secular 
Age, where the religious conditions of belief mean that belief in God is understood 
as one option amongst many, and is therefore contestable.322 While there are 
other perspectives on secularization, including a large number of authors who 
see the traditional secularization theory as disproven or at very least in very poor 
health, there is widespread agreement on the overarching realities of a significant 
negative change for Christianity in the West which has come from, or come with, 
changes in society at large. 323 When considering researcher Peter Brierley’s 
extensive statistical evidence of the decline in church attendance, scholars and 
missional authors may differ in what type of change has occurred, but note a 
negative change for the institutional life of the Christian church is undeniable. 324 
Figures from the most recent Census show a decline in “Christian” self-
identification, moving from the 2001 figure of 72% to the 2011 figure of 59%. 
Meanwhile those identifying with “no religion” rose from 15% to 25%.325 More 
striking is the information from the British Social Attitudes surveys. Religious 
affiliation by birth year in samples from England show the remarkable change 
from 1900-1909 birth cohort when approximately 15% claim no religion or other 
religion to most recent figures where 58% claim no religion.326 
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Not all scholars are in agreement regarding the degree or nature of the 
decline of the church in Britain, and of the theory of secularization, although the 
range of views is from the profoundly negative to a slower decline and change of 
religious perspective.327 David Goodhew makes the case that ‘Some churches in 
some regions are declining, but  this volume shows that substantial and sustained 
church growth has also taken place across Britain over the last 30 years.’328 
Goodhew sites the significant numbers in black majority and other ethnic minority 
churches, the new congregations which have been planted across a variety of 
denominations, and the challenge of getting accurate statistical data, even while 
acknowledging large decline in mainline denominations.329 Goodhew 
summarizes some good news stories given by authors in the volume around 
large-scale church growth in London, of Baptist churches, and the vitality of 
cathedral congregations. Further evidence of growth is given around new 
churches and new forms of Church, where George Lings’ chapter examines fresh 
expression of church, church plants, and emerging churches.330 Other views of 
the collapse of Britain’s Christian heritage are illustrated by Hollinghurst, showing 
not only the decline in church attendance, but belief in God, infant baptism in the 
Church of England, and the generational breakdown of Christian affiliation.331 
Whether one takes the secularization thesis as an overarching reality, a 
slightly outdated concept, or one more specifically attributes overall church 
decline to post-Christendom or postmodernity, the reality of a massively changed 
context for the church in the West has garnered a great deal of attention since 
the 1960s. Robinson and Smith note that the established church in Europe had 
significant financial insulation in the form of land and buildings, the gradual nature 
of the decline, and the sheer challenge of knowing what to do about the problem 
which provided some sense of insulation or avoidance from the critical nature of 
the decline of church for a period of time.332 But the urgency was felt and brought 
with it a number of responses. The Church Growth movement in America of the 
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late 1970s and 1980s applied sociological analyses to growing churches.333 
George Lings notes Church Growth as one of four successive lenses or 
paradigms of how growth was understood and tackled within that paradigm. Lings 
notes that the Church Growth paradigm is a managerial or mechanical view, 
which was a distinct change from the long held institutional view.334 While this 
was a very different view of church brought over to the UK from America, it was 
still a “come to us” view. Many church leaders sought to apply these principles 
within existing churches in attempts to curb the deteriorating attendance and see 
growth.  Ling’s next paradigm is the horticultural paradigm of church planting.335 
It was a shift towards the church as an organism, towards growth by multiplication 
rather than addition, and from an outward to an inward mission focus.336 Church 
planting and evangelism in Britain received a high profile amongst a wide group 
of churches in the 1990s as a part of the Decade of Evangelism.337 Mega-
churches in America and the Natural Church Development principles by Christian 
Schwartz were influential in the 1990s, adding to church growth and church 
health in technique and program driven methods. 338 However, the move away 
from church growth and its numerical metrics to an emphasis on church health or 
church effectiveness still came from a technique driven perspective.339 Each 
paradigm with its respective tools for growth have attempted to not only reverse 
the downward trend of church connection but to grow the church. It is against this 
background of church decline where one begins to see ecclesial responses in 
recent decades including the missional and emerging church movements.  
This general background brings one to the specific development of the 
missional and emerging church movements as responses of the church to the 
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perceptions of a changed context of mission, particularly around postmodernity 
and post-Christendom. Although they are two distinct movements, there is 
significant overlap.340 Both movements are international and interdenominational. 
They are broad, diverse and the emerging church is notoriously difficult to define, 
likened to ‘wrestling with jelly’ or ‘nailing jelly to a wall.’341 There are ambiguities 
and divergent sub-streams within each movement. This background is for the 
purpose of having a fuller understanding of the context in which church planters 
are forming their theological imaginations. The following sections give a sense of 
these movements in broad strokes as a context for the thematic content from the 
key literature in each movement in Chapter 3. The following sections outline the 
chronological development of the missional church movement and then the 
emerging church movement.  
2.4.3 Development of the Missional Church Movement  
While the term “mission” is a very familiar one over the history of 
Christianity, the term “missional” in its current widespread use is fairly recent. 
Although the term “missional” can be found sporadically in the late 1800s and 
early 1900s tied to historical missionary work, it appears in a form closer to 
contemporary use in a few publications in the mid 1970s. But it is Francis 
DuBose’s 1983 book God Who Sends where a more thought-out, intentionally 
theological use of missional is used.342 There DuBose connects “missional” to the 
mission of a sending God, working largely from the theology of Karl Barth. 
Missiologist Charles Van Engen uses “missional” in 1991 in God’s Missionary 
People to emphasize that the church is missionary by nature.343 It is in 1998 that 
the term comes into a much wider use through the publication of Missional 
Church.344 Since that time, many books on the topic or using missional in the title 
have been printed, and is very much still in vogue today in Christian publications. 
Alan Roxburgh goes so far as to say it has ‘travelled the remarkable path of going 
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from obscurity to banality in only one decade.’345 While a very popular term, 
Missional Church editor Darrell Guder notes that the descriptor “missional 
church” might be described as a “scaffolding term” which like scaffolding, may 
complete its job and be dropped. Guder comments, ‘It should not be necessary 
to speak of the “missional church,” but since it is possible for a church to exist 
that does not understand itself defined by God’s mission, the term is needed.’346  
 The contemporary missional church conversation is rooted in a number of 
theological and historical threads. Ed Stetzer describes three historical streams 
to the contemporary missional church. The first he describes as ‘the missionary 
stream,’ often referred to as the modern missions movement, with an emphasis 
on the church in the West having a critical role in worldwide mission.347 This 
emphasis can particularly be noted starting in the World Missionary Conference 
in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1910 and The International Missionary Council formed 
in 1921. The Edinburgh conference is also noted as the peak of the foreign 
mission society period, where organizations like the Student Volunteer Movement 
were highly active.348 In the modern missions movement of the early 1900s, 
mission in the church became active from parachurch organizations which came 
along from outside or in cooperation with existing churches.349 Many churches 
developed specialized structures even from the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries to participate in primarily foreign missions. While there is a 
significant mobilization and fervour for world-wide mission, Van Gelder and 
Zscheile point out that these developments brought a sense of church and 
mission as two different categories, which becomes a subject of the missional 
conversation.350 The dichotomy of church and mission continues in this early 
timeframe, but Stetzer concludes that in this first historical stream, there is distinct 
sense of unity around the church having a missionary mandate.351 
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Stetzer calls the second stream ‘mission,’ emerging from 1928-1951, 
based on the indigenous church in non-Western countries assuming 
responsibility for mission and worldwide evangelism, and developing a different 
relationship to historic, Western churches.352 An understanding that indigenous, 
non-Western churches also shared in the task of mission was discussed in 1938 
at the Tambaram (Madras), India conference. It was in Tambaram that ideas of 
indigenization come to the fore.  In this period of time, movement tentatively 
begins towards an integrated understanding of mission and church as one.353 
Here also, the division between “Christian” nations and “pagan” nations was 
discarded, bringing the potential for the West to be a mission field. Bosch notes 
that the Tambaran discussions had a significant impact on the idea that church 
and mission belong together, even if this was not fully developed it lays the 
ground for discussion in the missional conversation in decades to come.354  
Stetzer’s third stream is the “Missio Dei stream” which focuses on the 
mission of God at work outside the church. Stetzer highlights in this period the 
International Missionary Council in Willingen, Germany that emphasized two 
things: God is at work outside the church, and the mission of God is bigger than 
the mission of the church.355 Bosch characterizes the time between Tambaram 
and Willingen as having seen a subtle shift from a “church-centred mission” to a 
“mission-centred church.”356 At Willingen God’s mission becomes a focus: the 
concept that God’s work in the world preceded both the church and mission, that 
neither were above the other but rather both were to serve the missio Dei. ‘The 
missionary movement of which we are part has its source in the Triune God 
Himself. Out of the depths of His love for us, the Father has sent forth His own 
beloved Son to reconcile all things to Himself, that we and all men might, through 
the Spirit, be made one in Him with the Father in that perfect love which is the 
very nature of God.’357 Michael Goheen echoes the importance of 1952 as a key 
date where the Willingen conference provided the theological structure of the 
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missio Dei which is foundational in the history of the missional church 
movement.358 While Stetzer notes churches split over the importance of the 
church in the role of missio Dei, as an idea it remained a focus through the 1970s 
and theologically remains important today.359 Other theological developments in 
the middle half of the 20th century also provide a context for the missional church 
movement.360 They include the discussion around the themes of Trinitarian 
missiology, where of particular note is the work of Karl Barth around an 
understanding of God’s revelation in the Trinity. Barth recaptured the idea of God 
sending: The Father sent the Son, and the Father and Son sent the Spirit. Barth 
then connected this Trinitarian formulation to the sending of the church into the 
world, furthering the foundation for the concept of missio Dei.361  
In the middle 1900s the theological development around the kingdom of 
God and reign of God as an organizing principle of the message of Jesus – the 
already-and-not-yet aspects of the reign – was also foundational for the missional 
church movement.362 In a similar time frame, developments in the Catholic 
Church have parallel theological developments, further laying the ground for a 
broader movement around missional theology. Encyclicals before the Second 
Vatican Council start to move towards a missionary view of the church, but in the 
Second Vatican Council itself, a ‘missionary ecclesiology of the local church’ is 
found not only in the specific Decree on Mission, but in Lumen Gentium 
(Dogmatic Constitution of the Church), where the perspective on the church is 
thoroughly missionary.363  In the 1970s and 1980s, the renewed interest and 
expanded application for the discipline of missiology brings a much broader 
dialogue focused on a global mission.364 John Drane further expands this history, 
observing that the ecumenical movement brought the church in the West into 
global gatherings that brought new understandings of contextualization and an 
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awareness of the decline of the Western church, driving a desire to get to grips 
with the resulting evangelistic task.365 Two theologian missiologists play 
foundational roles in laying the groundwork for the current emphasis on the 
missional nature of the church: David Bosch and Leslie Newbigin.366  
The work of missiologist David Bosch, culminating in his 1991 
Transforming Mission, is an important and foundational text for missiology still 
much used and referenced today.367  In Transforming Mission Bosch applies 
paradigm theory to the history of mission, tracing different patterns of crisis and 
paradigm shift. Bosch made the case that the church is currently experiencing a 
paradigm shift not only in theology and mission but in the wider culture, proposing 
that this shift does not only bring dangers but opportunities. Bosch is also known 
for bringing Barth’s Trinitarian theology of missio Dei into the wider missiological 
conversation.368 Bosch discusses mission as being derived from the very nature 
of God and is often quoted as stating, ‘The classical doctrine on the mission Dei 
as God the Father sending the Son, and God the Father and the Son sending the 
Spirit was expanded to include yet another “movement”: Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit sending the church into the world.’369 Bosch notes ‘God is a missionary 
God’ and ‘Mission is thereby seen as a movement from God to the world; the 
church is viewed as an instrument for that mission.’370 In Believing in the Future: 
Towards a Missiology of Western Culture, Bosch further outlines a vision for 
mission in the post-Christian West.371 Bosch reaffirms a missio Dei that includes 
restoring all of creation, and the church as called to participation in God’s mission. 
‘Mission is more than and different from recruitment to our brand of religion; it is 
alerting people to the universal reign of God.’372 He goes on to note that Western 
missiology is tempted to either seek a Christian society or withdraw from public 
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life.373 Instead, Bosch encourages Christians to have a missiology that includes 
an ecological dimension, that demonstrates a countercultural faith that is also 
engaged with society, that is ecumenical, contextual, significantly lay-led, and 
flowing from a local, worshipping community.374 Bosch’s work forms a foundation 
stone for the missional conversation, bringing missiological thinking to the cultural 
and ecclesial changes in contemporary Western society.  
 The second significant figure in the formative history of the missional 
church movement is Lesslie Newbigin. When Newbigin returned from being a 
missionary in India, he found a very different faith context in Britain than when he 
left nearly 40 years earlier. He saw Britain in the context of mission, and applied 
to his home culture the same lens and tools he used in his cross-cultural ministry 
in India. Newbigin’s writings after his return to Britain focused on the missionary 
encounter with post-Christian society. He focused on analysing the assumptions 
of Western culture, and on the authority of the gospel.375 In the last 20 years of 
his life, he wrote numerous books on the need for the church to engage 
contemporary culture. Newbigin is often quoted in his 1986 book Foolishness to 
the Greeks: ‘It would seem, therefore, that there is no higher priority for the 
research work of missiologists than the question of what would be involved in a 
genuinely missionary encounter between the gospel and this modern Western 
culture’376 Newbigin was not the first to write on issues of culture and gospel in a 
Western context, but educators and church leaders in both Britain and America 
recognized that his writings ‘named the conversation’ critical to the church in the 
West.377 His insight as a missionary, theologian and ecumenical leader with 
decades of mission experience helped Newbigin bring a conversation about 
mission in Western culture to a wider audience. Newbigin’s insights crystallized 
the direction of a movement of academic thinking and practical response to the 
West as a mission context to be taken seriously. Darrell Guder says Newbigin’s 
work brought ‘into public discussion a theological consensus that had long been 
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forming among missiologists and theologians. In a word, what had once been a 
Christendom society was now clearly post-Christian, and in many ways, anti-
Christian.’378  
Throughout the history of the missional movement traced here, Newbigin 
was instrumental. He authored the 1952 Willingen statement, negotiating a 
compromise between competing positions, which would provide a theological 
framework which guided mission discussion for the next several decades. He was 
the inspiration for the 1998 book Missional Church.379 His writings are referred to 
today as foundational for the missional church movement.380 Following 
participation and writing done with the British Council of Churches, a group 
formed in the 1980s to support Newbigin’s work, which came to be known as the 
Gospel and Our Culture programme (GOC). Shortly afterward a North American 
version of the GOC conversation also began. The British based group had largely 
faltered by the mid-1990s but the North American Gospel and Our Culture 
Network (GOCN) continued to develop under the leadership of George 
Hunsberger, with key participants including Wilbert Shenk, Charles West, Craig 
Van Gelder, Darrell Guder, Jim Brownson, Alan Roxburgh and Lois Barrett.381 It 
was from this collective that the 1998 book Missional Church was born. The 
publication of Missional Church is noted not only as the first significant book to 
use the term missional but also as a key springboard for the contemporary 
missional discussion.382 The argument of Missional Church is outlined in six 
statements as follows: The church in North America is now located within a 
dramatically changing context. The good news of the gospel announced by Jesus 
as the reign of God needs to shape the identity of the missional church. The 
missional church with its identity rooted in the reign of God must live as an 
alternative community in the world. The missional church needs to understand 
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that the Holy Spirit cultivates communities that represent the reign of God. The 
missional church is to be led by missional leadership that focuses on equipping 
all of God’s people for mission. The missional church needs to develop missional 
structures for shaping its life and ministry as well as practice missional 
connectedness within the larger church.383 These statements outline key 
concepts which run through the missional literature.  
 The North American Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) furthered 
the missional discussion through publishing a series of books, as well as 
undertaking research and seminars.384 The GOCN continues to further research 
and publications, and involves missional authors such as Darrell Guder, George 
Hunsberger, Lois Barrett, and Craig Van Gelder. The GONC focuses on three 
things: 1) a cultural and social analysis of our North American setting; 2) 
theological reflection on the question, ‘What is the gospel that addresses us in 
our setting?’ and 3) the renewal of the church and its missional identity in our 
setting.385 The GOCN does not offer a precise definition for “missional church” 
but they do give 12 indicators of a missional church – key qualities which may be 
found in missional churches.386 In 2011, to clarify the term missional, several 
evangelical leaders and missional authors wrote a small document called the 
“Missional Manifesto” to articulate 10 core ideas of their use of “missional.”387 At 
the heart of this statement is a theocentric vision of mission, where an 
understanding of God’s purpose in the world drives an understanding of the 
purpose of the church in mission. Mission is first and foremost a result of God’s 
purpose to restore creation, not one of many activities of the church.388  This 
concept returns to statements issued from the Willingen mission conference in 
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1952, which becomes further developed in the idea of missio Dei. The sense of 
the church being sent and mission informing ecclesiology are themes which 
reach from the documents at Willingen to current writing on missional church. 
The influential writings of Bosch, Newbigin and the resulting work of the GOCN 
with authors including Van Gelder, Guder, Zscheile and Roxburgh moved the 
idea of a missional church into popular evangelical discussion.389 
 A foundational publication for missional church coming from the UK is the 
report from the Church of England’s Mission and Public Affairs Council entitled 
Mission-shaped Church. As a follow up report to Breaking New Ground, where 
church planting is “a supplementary strategy,” Mission-shaped Church makes the 
bold statement that ‘the existing parochial system alone is no longer able fully to 
deliver its underlying mission purpose…. A mixed economy of parish churches 
and network churches will be necessary.’390 Mission-shaped Church concisely 
and coherently looks at the current cultural context in England and both the 
history and current array of ‘fresh expressions of church’ emerging as a response 
to the changing setting before moving on to offer a theological framework for the 
Church of England in mission. A fresh expression of church was defined by the 
Fresh Expressions core team: ‘A fresh expression is a form of church for our 
changing culture established primarily for the benefit of people who are not yet 
members of any church.’391  
  Mission-shaped Church presents a variety of theological concepts for 
exploration but does present them in very brief form: the nature and mission of 
God in creation and redemption, the incarnation and the Spirit, Christ and culture 
in inculturation/contextualization, and the nature of the church’s missional 
character. 392  It then moves on to apply these to the Anglican church and set out 
some reflection on what this might look like in practice. Mission-shaped Church 
provided some ‘helpful new language’ including “the mixed economy Church” and 
the term “fresh expressions of Church” which has become widely used and is the 
banner term for the joint Church of England and Methodist Church initiative for 
contextual church planting.393 Stephen Croft notes that Mission-shaped Church 
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‘provided the vehicle for the Church of England to say that the development of 
fresh expressions of church should no longer be marginal but central and 
normative in our common life and our understanding of God’s mission.’394 Six 
years after the 2004 Mission-shaped Church report, the Mission and Public 
Affairs Council published a follow up report noting ‘No Synod report for many 
years has had such an impact as Mission-shaped Church on the way the Church 
of England understands itself and its commitment to mission. … It is not too much 
to say that the report identified and provoked a revolution in the church’s 
understanding of its mission in a changing context.’395 The study group and 
subsequently published report has in large part fostered a whole movement 
within the Church of England and then partner groups, evidenced in the Fresh 
Expressions website. On the website one can see an array of publications, 
training seminars, stories, and interaction focused on a mixed economy of new 
church initiatives.396  
 Two notable publications which makes an in-depth, sustained argument 
for the “mixed economy” of church and the innovation of new ecclesial forms, 
written from the UK context are found in Michael Moynagh’s Church for Every 
Context397 and Church in Life.398 Neither books are an official Church of England 
Report as was Mission-shaped Church, but are written by Moynagh who as a 
Church of England minister has been a member of the national Fresh 
Expressions team since 2005. Church for Every Context is a 2012 introduction to 
the theology and practice of what Moynagh calls “new contextual churches,” 
where he argues throughout for a mixed economy of new churches.399 It 
considers the themes of community and contextualization particularly, but 
because of its overall coverage of many topics, and its nature as a reference book 
which outlines the broader vision of missional church, Church for Every Context 
is outlined in this section on the missional church rather than below in thematic 
content. Moynagh’s detailed, well-referenced book covers a wide range of topics 
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including the history of new contextual churches from the New Testament, 
through Western history to the contemporary history of new contextual churches 
in Britain, and the sociological context of this movement.400 Church for Every 
Context gives a much more in-depth theological development and rationale for 
new contextual churches than was seen in Mission-shaped Church, considering 
the nature of church and how new contextual churches are church.401 He builds 
on this to consider how the missio Dei makes mission a priority for the church, 
and then argues that contextual churches are necessary but also how 
contextualization has boundaries.402 There is a practical turn in the second half 
of the book, where case studies are used to examine how mission works out in 
community, and in specific contexts while also staying within the Christian 
tradition.403 The book concludes by looking at what maturity of new contextual 
churches within a mixed economy of church might involve.404  
 Church in Life, published in 2017, extends the theological and theoretical 
framework for new ecclesial communities using several frameworks. Moynagh 
believes the church is being called to put mission at the heart of its life, and that 
new congregations rooted in everyday life are one important part of what God is 
doing in mission.405 He sees that these new ecclesial communities are best 
understood through a framework of innovation, seen in six overlapping 
processes: dissatisfaction, exploration, sense-making, amplification, edge of 
chaos, and transformation.406 Moynagh examines this process in seven case 
studies which range from a local to national level. In part 2, Church in Life offers 
a theological rational for new ecclesial communities as intrinsic to the mission of 
God, based on God’s call and Jesus’ example for the church to give itself away, 
from a position of being deeply embedded in every context and demographic 
group.407 There is reflection on the nature of the church and what maturity looks 
like in new ecclesial communities.408 Finally, the book takes a more practical turn, 
offering methodological structures for practice in new ecclesial communities 
using the innovation framework, set within Moltmann’s theology of hope, seeing 
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God’s future kingdom bringing transformation into the present.409 Both of 
Moynagh’s books are thorough theologically and theoretically, written with 
textbook qualities including a blend of academic and theological rigour, and 
grounded in examples of practice. They are helpful contributions to the missional 
dialogue, particularly in the UK context. 
 A similar text-book style overview of both theology and practice within the 
missional church in the US context is Tim Keller’s 2012 Center Church.410 While 
it is not a GOCN publication, it is worth a brief comment  here as it is written by a 
widely read missional author who deals with several aspects of missional church 
including contextualization, and to a lesser degree, community and kingdom 
transformation. Keller writes Center Church to discuss the idea of theological 
vision which he defines as ‘a faithful restatement of the gospel with rich 
implications for life, ministry, and mission in a type of culture at a moment in 
history.’411 This place of theological vision is the middle space, built on top of the 
foundation of one’s doctrinal beliefs, and from which comes one’s ministry 
expression.412 Center Church considers the role of theological vision around 
three axes: gospel, city/culture and movement. In these three axes, Keller 
outlines continuums of possible positions, noting both the history of each area, 
different possible rationales, and the theological and missiological ramifications 
of each end of the continuum. Keller’s book is a good resource to the missional 
church as he highlights a wide breadth of material including theologians and 
missional authors.  
2.4.4 Development of the Emerging Church Movement 
 Concurrent to the development of the missional church movement, 
another movement was in process: the emerging church. There is overlap with 
the missional church movement, but the emerging church covers a much more 
diverse expression of ecclesial response to the changing context, as well as 
history, distinctives and literature very specific to it as a movement. Much of the 
background history for the missional church movement above is formative for the 
emerging church conversation. The ecumenical movement bringing a new 
awareness of both contextualization and decline to the church in the West as well 
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as theological themes coming to the fore around Trinitarian missiology, the 
kingdom of God, missio Dei, and the missionary nature of the church.  
One of the earliest uses of the term “emerging church” in writing was in 
1970 when Bruce Larson and Ralph Osborne published a book titled The 
Emerging Church which predicted a movement characterised by contextual and 
experimental mission, new forms of church, the removal of barriers and division, 
a blend of evangelism and social action, attention to both experience and 
tradition, and the breakdown of clergy/laity distinctions.413 Larson and Osborne’s 
book was written before the contemporary emerging movement gathered 
momentum but is prophetic in its insight. Since the emerging church movement 
is very diverse there is no single history but rather a convergence of people and 
streams of dialogue which gathered momentum and sometimes flowed together.  
In his research of American Emerging Evangelicalism, James Bielo traces 
points of dialogue that brought into being the broader emerging church 
movement, pointing out the variety of factors that contributed to forming it. Bielo’s 
outline gives a helpful summary to the diverse streams contributing to the 
development of this movement which will be outlined in more detail below. First, 
Bielo points to the epistemological critique of philosophical modernism in the 
conservative Protestant church. Second, Bielo points out the missiological 
foundation of Newbigin and the application of Newbigin’s missiology as a critique 
of the methods of evangelism and engagement with culture. Ecclesiology is a 
third stream of dialogue, particularly around house churches and church planting 
which follow from a critique of the conservative Evangelical church growth and 
megachurch movements. Fourth, a dialogue around meaningful connection with 
church history contributes to the emerging movement in the form of the “ancient-
future” worship. Lastly, Bielo posits a fifth dialogue stream which merges with the 
others for Emerging Evangelicals around the mobilization in support of political 
causes.414 These all form a context for significant questions considered in the 
emerging church discussion. 
Well before the term “emerging” had come to the fore, concurrent 
experimentation in church life and theological conversations were taking place 
across the Western world from the middle and late 1980s. A variety of terms was 
used to express what was taking place at that time including: youth church, GenX 
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church, alternative worship and postmodern church.415 Youth pastors and young 
church planters began to focus on generational ministry. For some, the initial 
focus on bridging GenX aged people into church broadened into a realization that 
it was actually about addressing the contextual background of postmodern 
culture.416 Luke Bretherton notes ‘In North America, the emerging church grew 
out of a concern for patterns of church appropriate to ‘Generation X’, a reaction 
against mega-churches and mechanistic church-growth strategies, and a re-
engagement by evangelicals with the full range of the historical Christian 
traditions….’417 
Many examples of early experimental or alternative worship form part of 
the history of the emerging church movement. In 1986 St. Thomas’ Church in 
Sheffield began the alternative worship service called the Nine O’clock Service. 
In 1989 in New Zealand, Mark Pierson and Mike Riddell formed Parallel Universe, 
a monthly alternative worship featuring unique multimedia in an old nightclub.  In 
the middle 1980s in Southern California, Dieter and Val Zander began NewSong 
as a church primarily to Generation X and Sanctuary began as an outreach to 
Goths, metal heads and punks.418 As both the generational ministry focus and 
alternative worship focus groups continued, it developed into something deeper, 
focusing on the cultural shift from modernity to postmodernity. Dialogue began in 
a variety of settings on finding new forms of church and church practice for growth 
and renewal in the church as well as connection to postmodern culture.419  
In the UK, church planting was significantly on the agenda in the 1990s 
with various national initiatives during the Decade of Evangelism. Unrealistic 
targets and concerns about viability and health of new church plants prompted a 
slowdown in church planting by mid-decade but allowed missiological and 
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ecclesiological issues to come into discussion.420 It also created an environment 
where churches were able to be honest about the challenges presented by a 
post-Christian culture, a key issue in the emerging church dialogue.421 Bretherton 
notes the UK specific developments of the emerging church to include the 
collapse of the Nine O’clock Service, the debate around Dave Tomlinson’s The 
Post-Evangelical, the charismatic renewal movement after the Toronto Blessing 
and of particular importance, Bretherton notes the publication of The Mission-
shaped Church and focus on fresh expressions of church.422 While Bretherton 
notes both UK specific and US specific formative contexts, he sees the emerging 
church across the globe as best understood as one aspect of the 
Pentecostal/charismatic movement, with an anti-institutional style and emphasis 
on the person of Jesus and the kingdom of God over church or denomination, an 
emphasis on relationships and the church as family, and an openness to 
engagement with non-Christian cultural forms.423  
The emerging church movement began not in any organized fashion, but 
through a diverse set of grassroots networks, including significant networking 
online. While denominations and networks were reconsidering church planting as 
a response to the challenges facing the church, Stuart Murray notes another 
wave of new churches was emerging, ‘an apparently spontaneous 
phenomenon… without central planning, coordination or consultation. Loose 
networking, shared stories, “blogging” on websites, and developing friendships 
were all that connected otherwise isolated initiatives.’424 The emerging church 
discussion has taken place in unique ways in the blogosphere. In “We Know More 
Than Our Pastors: Why Bloggers Are the Vanguard of the Participatory Church” 
Tim Bednar researches blogging and what he calls the “participatory church.” He 
notes that the impact of this participatory media is nothing less than a sea change 
for the church. He states, ‘Emboldened by this participatory movement and 
empowered by easy-to-use technology, we are starting to expect different things 
from our churches, pastors, and denominations…. We expect to participate; we 
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expect to co-create the church.’425 Blogging, social media and web-based 
networking remains a component of the emerging church conversation.  
While one can trace a broad history of the emerging movement through 
unrelated people and ministries spontaneously springing up in the mid-1980s to 
mid-1990s, one network of individuals who formed Emergent Village has played 
a noteworthy role in the development and profile of the emerging church 
movement. In 1997 Doug Pagitt was working with Leadership Network’s Young 
Leaders Network and hosted a gathering of next generation evangelical leaders 
in Colorado Springs to discuss ministry to Gen Xers. Jones recounts how in that 
meeting Brad Cecil noted that something totally different was happening than the 
need to attract Gen Xers back to church, and diagrammed the shift to postmodern 
culture.426 Doug Pagitt, Chris Seay and Mark Driscoll were key leaders of the 
Youth Leaders Network, and together with Brad Cecil began to explore this whole 
new way of understanding culture and Christianity. Tony Jones led the online and 
on-the-ground network formed known as Emergent Village, and became a well-
known spokesperson in the movement. Emergent Village became a significant 
focal point for the emerging church conversation, with a number of prominent 
people in the movement on its board of directors in 2007 including: Brian D 
McLaren, Joseph R. Myers, Tony Jones, Tim Keel, Chris Seay, and Karen 
Ward.427 The Emergent Village website has ceased under that name, and now 
the Emerging Voices blog continues with a different group of contributors.428 
Emergent Village’s history on their website reflects what others note as two 
images of protest and proactive mission associated with the emerging 
conversation.429 The Emergent Village website stated, ‘We began meeting 
because many of us were disillusioned and disenfranchised by the conventional 
ecclesial institutions of the late 20th century. The more we met, the more we 
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discovered that we held many of the same dreams for our lives, and for how our 
lives intersected with our growing understandings of the kingdom of God.’430 
 There are two broad images of the emerging church movement: proactive 
mission and protest.431 The ‘proactive path’ of emerging is particularly concerned 
with mission and church restructuring in the current context, and asking 
fundamental questions about the nature of the church and contextualization.432 
Of particular concern is thinking about how to reform for mission to a postmodern 
and post-Christendom culture.433 This aspect has significant overlap with the 
missional church movement as can be seen in Van Gelder and Zscheile’s similar 
language for the missional church as ‘incarnational (verses an attractional) 
ministry sent to engage a postmodern, post-Christendom, globalized context.’434 
Kevin Corcoran distinguishes the “alternative worship” movement in the UK as a 
part of this proactive image within the emerging church umbrella, which began 
within the church. He compares this to the emerging movement in the US which 
began a bit later as a reaction against the institutional church of evangelical 
Protestantism.435  
 A proactive view of the emerging church can also be seen in Remembering 
Our Future: Explorations in Deep Church by Andrew Walker and Luke 
Bretherton.436 Bretherton and Walker note in the introduction of the book that four 
overlapping streams are informing the deep church conversations about what it 
means to be the church in contemporary Britain. Some of these are expressly 
noted as emerging church and other streams are identifiable as in the general 
ethos of missional and emerging church. One stream identified as one end of the 
emerging church is the attempt to sustain a Christian life outside participation in 
a congregation or identifiable church tradition, people who believe but don’t 
belong, who might find nurture for faith in events, small groups or other faith 
practices. A second stream is fresh expressions of church attempting to develop 
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regular forms and patterns of worship outside inherited, denominational or 
existing patterns of church. A third stream is that of renewing existing or inherited 
forms of church seeking vision within the Christian tradition as a whole including 
fresh expressions within denominations or new forms of inherited church. A fourth 
stream is the attempt to sustain identity, belief and practice of faith in the face of 
declining church attendance and the perceived threats of the wider culture.437 
Bretherton expands on the similarities between the deep church conversation 
and the emerging church concerns.  
On the other hand there is an image of the emerging church being made 
up of those who are angry and disillusioned with traditional church, who 
sometimes go on to establish their own faith communities.438 Many authors note 
the culture of protest.439 In his survey of emerging blogs and books, Jim Belcher 
summarizes the sense of protest into seven main categories: 1) captivity to 
enlightenment rationalism 2) a narrow view of salvation 3) belief before belonging 
4) uncontextualized worship 5) ineffective preaching 6) weak ecclesiology 7) 
tribalism.440 Emerging church author Scot McKnight puts forward eight catalysts 
to the Emerging movement, centring around: limitations of inerrancy; an 
incomplete gospel; antagonism between science and the Bible; lack of integrity 
of evangelical leaders; exposure to multiculturalism and pluralism; postmodern 
deconstructionism; the debate over homosexuality; and the postmodern critique 
of language.441 James Bielo places many individual’s narratives of protest within 
a framework of “deconversion.” Bielo considers the person striving for authenticity 
against the modern cultural constraints as similar to those in the emerging 
movement who seek to ‘recover a lost sense of Christian authenticity.’442 He 
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(Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Pr, 2009). 
439 Drane. Bielo. Belcher. Carson. 
440 Belcher. Pages 38-43. 
441 Scot McKnight, "The Ironic Faith of Emergents,"  (2008), 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/september/39.62.html. Accessed 5 May 2013. 
442 Bielo. Page 45. Martyn Percy mentions similar traits regarding Charismatic Christianity as a 
revival movement, which amongst other things attempts to reach back to restore something lost, 
arises from its own social and cultural genre, often during times of social upheaval, and uses 
experience as a key to self-knowledge. Percy also discusses charismatic movements as a sign 
of protest against the establishment. Percy in Davie, Heelas, and Woodhead. Pages 100-104. 
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notes research uncovering the challenges to authenticity from living in 
contemporary modern culture that repeats themes reflected in the protests of 
many in the emerging movement who are critiquing the traditional church.443  
 Prior to exploring themes in literature in Chapter 3 and to complete the 
historical background, it is helpful to get a sense of the diversity and breadth of 
the emerging church movement as an ecclesial response to the contexts of 
postmodernity and post-Christendom. In the face of the huge diversity of what 
might be called emerging churches, attempts have been made to categorize 
them. Murray suggests emerging churches are shaped and can be characterized 
by their interactions with either semi-churched, de-churched, pre-churched, post-
churched or anti-churched.444 George Lings bundles the emerging church into 
five groups: networks, small groups, alternative congregations, community 
development, and a mix-n’-match of these.445 Researcher Ed Stetzer’s categories 
of emerging church are referenced in some literature, highlighting the diversity 
and levels of engagement. He sees “relevants” as those who contextualize the 
practices in the church, particularly music, worship, and outreach, often with a 
conservative, evangelical theological position. “Reconstructionists” are 
concerned with existing church structures and stress an incarnational model of 
church, often finding themselves in a house church movement. “Revisionists” are 
willing to re-vision both theology and methodology. Authors in the revisionist 
category tend to draw the most criticism and some are considered to have left 
the bounds of evangelicalism.446  
 Finally, Scot McKnight provides a useful visual image of the wider 
emerging church movement. McKnight emphasizes the emerging movement as 
a missional ecclesiology characterized by five rivers flowing, in varying degrees 
and strengths, into “Lake Emerging.” The first river is “prophetic,” using 
intentionally provocative language regarding the need for the church to change. 
Reminiscent of biblical prophets, many in the emerging church movement use 
rhetoric of overstatement and exaggeration to make their point, while seeing that 
                                                
443 Bielo. Page 45-46. These challenges to authenticity include themes such as anonymity and 
belonging, authoritarianism, rigidity, conformity, and consumption. 
444 Murray, Church after Christendom. Page 73.  
445 Moynagh, Emergingchurch.Intro. Page 14. George Lings classifications are noted in 
Moynagh’s book. 
446 Ed Stetzer, "First-Person: Understanding the Emerging Church," Baptist News, 
http://www.bpnews.net/22406/firstperson-understanding-the-emerging-church. Accessed 5 May 
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such language can also divide.447 Secondly there is the “postmodern” river, where 
there is serious engagement with postmodern philosophy. Within this stream is a 
range of differences: those who minister to postmoderns in an attempt to rescue 
them from the dangers of postmodernity; and those who minister with 
postmoderns, accepting it as the context in which one adapts the gospel.448 
 A third river flowing into Lake Emerging is that of “praxis.” McKnight paints 
this at the heart of the emerging movement, with four different emphases of praxis 
in play: worship, orthopraxy, social justice and missional. It is the fourth missional 
element within praxis that for McKnight gets to the heart of the emerging 
movement. Missional as an element of praxis includes participating in the missio 
Dei in ways that are ecclesiological, community oriented, and holistic. ‘Praxis 
shapes theology and theology shapes praxis,’ says McKnight of the importance 
of this praxis river.449 The fourth river is that of “post-evangelical,” a protest 
against an evangelicalism that is characterized or perhaps caricatured by a 
narrow gospel message of personal salvation, “Bible-study-piety” focused on 
correct theology without behavioural changes, and in-vs-out mentality. McKnight 
posits that the vast majority of the emerging Christians are evangelical 
theologically or evangelical conversionally, but are post-evangelical in describing 
the Christian life and theology.450 McKnight forms a fifth “political” river, which he 
only attributes to the United States. He describes this branch as concerned with 
social justice but often attached to party politics.451 These five streams give a 
good overview as to the breadth and concerns of the emerging church movement 
resulting from its response to the conditions of postmodernity and post-
Christendom. A full survey of themes of the emerging church movement will be 
discussed in Chapter 3. 
2.4.5 Summary of the Ecclesial Responses 
 This chapter frames the missional church movement and emerging church 
movement as responses of the church to the imaginary which includes an 
understanding of postmodernity and post-Christendom as the context of mission 
in the West. Both movements are concerned with contextualizing patterns of 
                                                
447 Scot McKnight, "What Is the Emerging Church?," in Fall Contemporary Issues Conference 
(Westminster Theological Seminary2006). 
448 Ibid. Pages 11-13.  
449 Ibid. Page 19. 
450 Ibid. Pages 22-26. 
451 Ibid. Page 29. 
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ecclesiology and praxis in contemporary culture, and with thinking of the church 
in mission in a post-Christendom context. The history of the modern missions 
movement and a variety of international missions conference brought 
contextualization to the front as an essential element for missions, which then 
transfers to contextualization for the West as a mission field. Understanding the 
church as joining in God’s mission and being sent to the world, often termed the 
missio Dei, further propelled thinking amongst mission theologians, including 
David Bosch and Leslie Newbigin. The Gospel and Our Culture Network pursued 
the question of what mission to the West looked like, as did various independent 
and loosely networked movements seeking to reach out to a postmodern 
generation. Those who participate in these movements have access to a huge 
variety of resources in books, online content, and conferences from fellow 
practitioners and academics. The following chapter will consider key texts in the 
missional and emerging church movements around five primary themes found in 
the imaginary present in the literature.  Distilling these themes is a critical step 
towards comparing the themes present in the literature to those in the empirical 
research to find which themes may be nurturing the theological imaginary of 










With the wide array of literature in the missional and emerging church 
movements, there are many and varied themes discussed. The challenge of 
narrowing the themes and selecting representative literature was substantial. 
This chapter contains a thematic review of key missional texts. Five themes have 
been selected: the importance of being a community, participating in the missio 
Dei, the need for contextualization in mission, being incarnational in mission, and 
seeking kingdom transformation in society. These themes will form a base-line 
for comparison against themes arising from research with church planting 
practitioners which will be seen in Chapters 4 and 5. A thorough survey of 
missional texts is needed to understand the themes central to the literature to 
further consider if these themes are being accessed and feeding the theological 
imaginary of missioners.  
I have undertaken as wide a reading of texts as is possible within the time 
limits of the thesis, but it is acknowledged that noteworthy books can still be 
missed. As a practitioner, I also read for my own development. While this does 
bring a potential bias, it also is a strength of the ethnographic orientation of my 
research.452 Ethnographic research highlights reflexivity, and as a person 
immersed in the context of church planting and the missional dialogue through 
my own reading, I bring a knowledge of the missional texts to my research. 
Subjectivity in text selection is addressed as far as possible by selecting texts 
through the use of recommended book lists from a variety of missional and 
emerging church websites or blogs.453 Texts are prioritized which are both widely 
read amongst the audience of missioners and frequently referenced in 
bibliographies. Texts selected are those of the contemporary missional and 
                                                
452 See Section 1.2.2 for further information. See also Scharen and Vigen. Ward.  
453 Examples of which are: J. R. Woodward, "A Primer on Today's Missional Church," 
jrwoodward.net, http://jrwoodward.net/2008/11/a-primer-on-todays-missional-church. Accessed 
13 July 2011. Fresh Expressions, "Reading List,"  https://www.freshexpressions.org.uk/reading. 
Accessed 24 April 2017; "Recommended Missional Resources," Allelon, 
http://allelon.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=96&Itemid=89. Accessed 14 
July 2013; "A Basic Reading List on the Subject of Missional," Friend of Missional, 
http://www.friendofmissional.org/reading_list.html. Accessed 13 July 2011; "Recommended 
Sites," Fuller.edu, http://blog.fuller.edu/churchthenandnow/ Accessed 10 June 2011; "Reading 
List," The Urban Mission Centre, http://www.urbanmissioncenter.com/reading-list/accessed 24 
April 17; "Reading List," Missional Church Network, http://missionalchurchnetwork.com/reading-
list/. Accessed 27 April 2015. 
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emerging church movements, with the aim of those texts both most 
representative and widely read in those movements, and thus potentially 
influencing the theological imaginary of missioners. I have not taken themes nor 
included texts from those who might be considered resource authors for 
missional and emerging church authors. Missional and emerging authors note 
the influence on their writings of theologians such as Barth, Brueggemann, 
Hauerwas, Moltmann, Zizioulas, Volf, and philosophers such as Derrida, Lyotard 
and Foucault.454 It is beyond the scope and the focus of this thesis to engage with 
these authors directly and their influence on the theological imaginary of the 
missional authors or research participants. I have sought a diversity of authorship 
amongst mission and emerging church authors. The vast majority of missional 
and emerging literature is written by men. Texts written by women’s voices are 
noted where possible. The missional conversation is dominated by a mix of 
American, British and some Australian authors. The research and researcher are 
based in the UK, and thus, British authors are highlighted where possible.  
The challenge of scope also applies to the themes selected. The approach 
for this thesis has been to seek significant themes which are repeated in a wide 
selection of literature. Five themes noted above were selected as widely 
represented in the literature and encompassing a broad area of thinking. Part of 
the process of selecting themes involved making a spreadsheet of themes found 
in over 75 missional texts. Priority was also given to the themes from texts which 
appear to be widely read and referenced. Numerous books, academic and 
popular, list their own ideas of the key themes of both missional and emerging 
church and these lists were collated. Part of the process was untangling the 
themes in the literature as many are overlapping, different language is used for 
similar ideas, or themes which are discrete in some literature are combined in 
others. There is a sense in which to tease out discrete themes forces them into 
an artificial separation when in reality theological themes are often different parts 
of a whole, and are organic and connected. However distinct themes are 
distinguishable in the literature and for the purpose of this research are 
delineated. The list of potential themes combined easily to 12 themes from an 
                                                
454 See for example Graham Hill, Salt, Light, and a City : Introducing a Missional Ecclesiology 
(Eugene, Or.: Wipf & Stock, 2012). See also Smith, Who's Afraid of Postmodernism? : Taking 
Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to Church.  
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initial list of 20 themes.455 Another consideration of the texts and language 
rendered seven themes. Of those seven themes, five themes have been chosen 
as significant and representative for the purposes of this research. The five 
themes chosen are: the importance of being a community, participating in the 
missio Dei, the need for contextualization in mission, being incarnational in 
mission, and seeking kingdom transformation in society. The two themes less 
represented and thus not selected for this chapter were being creative and an 
ancient/future orientation.  
Several key texts are selected below to unpack each theme. Within each 
theme are highlighted sub-themes, which weave through various texts. The focus 
of the research is to look particularly at the theological imaginary in church 
planters and in the literature. The five themes selected are the most consistently, 
widely referenced themes – and are all, in some way, theological. However, it is 
noted that not all themes are theologically equal. The focus of the reading has 
been for content which is thematic, theological or theoretical rather than for 
content around technique or strategies for practice. The texts below are selected 
as a good representation by well-known authors of the theme seen across the 
literature. Many of the books could easily have been in multiple categories as 
they equally address several themes. I have used my own discretion to place 
these texts into the categories where they can highlight a particular theme.  
A complete list of the themes and sub-themes in the literature are as 
follows: 
The importance of being a community 
• church as a community sent together on mission (inside to outside) 
• church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
• church as prioritizing being a caring community 
• church as being rooted with and active in a location 
• church as needing deep, authentic relationships  
 
Participating in the missio Dei 
• the essential nature of the church as sent 
                                                
455 The initial 20 candidate themes: Jesus focused, hospitability, transforming society, 
participation, being a community, being creative, leadership style, spiritual practices, sending, 
contextualized, essence of church, God as a missionary, participating in the missio Dei, 
kingdom of God, spirit filled, resisting consumerism, local, eschatological, ancient resources, 
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• mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency  
• mission as restoring all of creation 
• mission as being a witness in the world 
The need for contextualization in mission 
• the need for the church to be contextualized for a changing culture 
• the need for contextualization for a specific locality 
• the need for contextualization for mission in a post-Christendom context  
• frustration with the existing church for not being contextualized 
Being incarnational in mission 
• the church embodies and represents God to others 
• the incarnation models mission 
• the incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus 
Seeking kingdom transformation in society 
• transforming every area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular 
divide) 
• eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of God here and now 
• church as having an activist faith which is serving society 
 
3.2 Themes in Literature 
3.2.1 The Importance of Being a Community 
 The idea of a church as some type of community is often discussed around 
the nature of the church. But for those in the missional and emerging church 
movements, the idea of being a community is critical. Over and over in the 
literature these kinds of phrases are heard: living as a community, called out 
community, being a particular people, communities in life, and people of God in 
community.456 Descriptors like authentic, relational, organic, incarnational and 
                                                
456 Gibbs and Bolger. See particularly Chapter 5: Living as Community, pages 89-115. Croft. 
See Chapter 2 by Martyn Atkins. Michael Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel 
Communities Where Life Happens (2014). See especially pages 25-54. Frank Viola, From 
Eternity to Here : Rediscovering the Ageless Purpose of God, 1st ed. (Colorado Springs, CO: 
David C. Cook, 2009). See Chapter 5, and Part Three, pages 223-305. Hunsberger and Van 
Gelder. See particularly Inagrace T Dietterich’s chapter: A Particular People: Toward a Faithful 
and Effective Ecclesiology, pages 347-369. Robert Webber, Ancient-Future Faith : Rethinking 
Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 1999). See 
particularly pages 72-92. Hunsberger and Van Gelder. See Part IV, Defining The Church, pages 
285-369. Gibbs, Churchmorph : How Megatrends Are Reshaping Christian Communities. Pages 
42-55. 
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contrast are applied to the term community.457 Hannah Steele notes, ‘If one word 
were to describe emerging ecclesiology then “community” would stand in strong 
contention.’458  There are several recurring sub-themes within the general theme 
of the importance of being a community, which are below.  
The importance of being a community 
• church as a community sent together on mission (inside to outside) 
• church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
• church as prioritizing being a caring community 
• church as being rooted with and active in a location 
• church as needing deep, authentic relationships  
Within the missional literature, there is expressed a desire for authentic, deep 
relationships within the church. Here the sense is that the church is not an event, 
but intentional relationships and connections with others, both within the church 
and with the wider community. There is the idea of an incarnational community, 
with two nuances: first, where the life of believers together mirrors the character 
of Christ and the Godhead, and second, where the community demonstrates in 
its communal life the Christian faith in a specific place. Thus community is a 
concept sometimes paired with incarnation and with contextualization. Another 
notion around this theme is that of being a contrast community, set apart and 
showing the wider society what it looks like to be God’s people. Being a contrast 
community sometimes comes out in the literature with demonstrating the 
kingdom of God. Other overlapping themes include a community sent in mission 
which overlaps with the missio Dei theme and a community which lives out the 
gospel which overlaps with kingdom transformation. Some authors discuss the 
need for community from a position of protesting a perceived lack of community 
in the contemporary institutional church. In this, one of numerous binary contrasts 
seen in the literature is portrayed: institutional vs organic, people vs place, or 
institutional vs authentic community.459 The theme of community in some ways is 
                                                
457 Milfred Minatrea, Shaped by God's Heart : The Passion and Practices of Missional Churches 
(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004). See Chapter 4: Be Real, Not Real Religious. Michael 
Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture (Hendrickson, 2006). See Chapter 4, 
pages 81-105. Cray et al. Page 82. Barrett. Chapter 3. Sine. Page 39. Keller. Pages 257.  
Joseph R. Myers, Organic Community: Creating a Place Where People Naturally Connect 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007). Frost and Hirsch. See page 13, and Chapter 3.  
458 Steele. Page 193. 
459 Gibbs and Bolger. Particularly the chapter on Living as Community. Neil Cole, Organic 
Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005). Reggie 
McNeal, Missional Communities : The Rise of the Post-Congregational Church (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2011). Belcher. Bielo. 
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the most diverse, but was also very frequently referenced as a theme in the 
survey of literature. Below is a selection of key, representative texts from the 
missional conversation which highlight the importance the theme of being a 
community.  
 Michael Moynagh is a UK based lecturer and researcher involved in the 
Fresh Expressions organization. His book Being Church, Doing Life: Creating 
Gospel Communities Where Life Happens is illustrative of the importance of 
community within new church work in the UK.460  Moynagh summarizes 
numerous themes around community, and illustrates them frequently throughout 
his book with real life examples. ‘Witnessing Communities’ is the author’s term 
for the expression of life within new mission work, characterized by community, 
visibility and activity.461  The characterization of community is brought out in 
several ways. Humanity is characterized from the beginning of scripture in a 
sense of community. From creation in the garden of Eden, God’s gathering of a 
people in Israel, in Jesus’ calling a community of disciples and formation of the 
church – faith is seen expressed as a corporate activity. The community around 
him is key in Jesus’ public ministry. Moynagh points to witnessing communities 
as sent by the Spirit into the world, emphasizing the communal nature intended 
in scripture. Other authors emphasize the church in community as God’s intention 
and goal. Andrew Davidson and Alison Milbank discuss this particular point 
extensively in For the Parish, which focuses on the theology of church within a 
critique of Fresh Expressions seen in Mission-Shaped Church. 462 Davidson and 
Milbank discuss in depth the inherently communal nature of the church. The 
authors examine the church-shaped realization of final salvation as seen in a 
corporate and not individualistic union with God through Christ.463 They point out 
that salvation and the Church are closely connected, particularly for the apostle 
Paul. Davidson and Milbank relate the doctrine of mediation and the importance 
of the church community saying, ‘Supremely, what we draw people into through 
mission is the life of Christ lived out – and thereby mediated – in the community 
of his Body, the Church.’464  
                                                
460 Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel Communities Where Life Happens. 
461 Ibid. Page 32. Expanded in Chapter 2, pages 54-86. 
462 Andrew Davison and Alison Milbank, For the Parish : A Critique of Fresh Expressions 
(London: SCM Press, 2010). 
463 Ibid. Page 42. 
464 Ibid. Page 39.  
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Moynagh points to the tendency in recent decades for church in the West 
to be understood as an event attended on a Sunday, with Christians then going 
out to practice mission on their own in the week.465 But rather, missional authors 
like Moynagh direct attention to the church in mission as a community expressing 
the divine communal character of God. Being Church, Doing Life summarizes 
this important theological aspect of community. It is the very nature of God as a 
Trinitarian, divine being-in-community which sets the form of the church. Other 
missional authors expand on this thread, as seen in Pete Ward’s Liquid Church 
discussion of perichoresis, or mutual participation, to describe the relationships 
within the Trinity. Ward describes the relational Trinity as ‘not just a vision for the 
individual; it is a pattern for the corporate life of the church.’466 A more detailed 
biblical outline of the people of God is seen in From Eternity to Here by Frank 
Viola.467 Viola considers God’s purposes not in the more traditional aspects of 
missio Dei discussed below, but in terms of God’s purpose for creating a people 
where He dwells. In vivid story-telling form, Viola writes passionately about God’s 
love for the church. Viola uses three images of the church as the Bride of Christ, 
the House of God, and the Body of Christ/Family of God demonstrating through 
scripture the love of God searching to find a home in his people. Viola discusses 
the church as community from a very different perspective, but within his book 
the same core elements of a deep, relational community reflecting the image of 
God, expressing the kingdom of God, and in that, calling others to join in God’s 
life.468  
As well as looking at the church in new mission works as characterized by 
community, Moynagh discusses the characterizations of visibility and activity. He 
unpacks visibility in terms of representing the gospel to people in everyday 
communal life. The church must be seen within society in the ordinary day-to-day 
life. If the church as a witnessing community is largely invisible, hidden away in 
church buildings, it cannot be seen by those outside the church. Witnessing 
communities connect the church to those around them. The life of the community 
of faith connects in pubs, schools, workplaces, clubs and other places. By having 
church life rooted in visible aspects of the wider community, others are potentially 
                                                
465 Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel Communities Where Life Happens. 
Page 57. 
466 Pete Ward, Liquid Church (Carlisle: Paternoster Pr, 2003). Page 54.  
467 Viola. 
468 Ibid. Page 288-289.  
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drawn in to join, and have the opportunity to experience the church where they 
are.469 Visibility also connects with sentness, an aspect of community life 
frequently discussed in the literature. Moynagh discusses the community sent to 
go on mission together, but this aspect will be discussed in greater detail in 
Chester and Timmis below. A witnessing community is both visible and active 
through its acts of service. Not only is service in the wider society acts of kingdom 
life, but they also open people to hear the good news.470 An active community is 
organized  as ‘hubs of activity that telescope the Kingdom into everyday life.’471 
Here the idea of intentionality comes to the fore. Being part of a missional work 
is characterized by participants who cooperate and intentionally shape their lives 
around the activities of community life. Different aspects of community life must 
be done intentionally. 
The entwined aspects of life together are often shorthanded as: UP 
towards God, OUT towards the world, IN towards fellow members of the church 
community and OF in the sense of being a part of the whole body of Christ.472 
Each of these parts of a witnessing community have intentional activity 
associated with it: community worship, meals, prayer, service, pastoral care, and 
outreach are just some illustrations. Moynagh gives many short story examples 
of new witnessing communities throughout the book. A much more detailed 
example of intentional, active and visible missional community life can be seen 
in Huckins and Yackley’s book Thin Places. This description of the 
NieuCommunities life together expands on the 6 missional postures which frame 
their rhythm of life. These 6 postures are: listening – to God, self and their 
neighbourhood; submerging – embodying Jesus in the neighbourhood; inviting – 
inviting others into God’s redemptive story; contending – confronting things which 
hinder kingdom life; imagining – discerning God’s intend for transforming lives 
and communities; entrusting – giving people to God, celebrating God’s call and 
the future.473 In addition to the 6 postures, participants in NieuCommunities 
commit to living within 10 minutes’ walk to each other, regularly sharing meals, 
worship and prayer, serving together locally, and participating in coaching and 
                                                
469 Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel Communities Where Life Happens. 
Page 56-58. 
470 Ibid. Pages 71-77. 
471 Ibid. Page 39. See also pages 38-43, 64-65, 73-77. 
472 Ibid. Page 66.  
473 Jon Huckins and Rob Yackley, Thin Places : 6 Postures for Creating & Practicing Missional 
Community (Kansas City, MO: House Studio, 2012). 
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mentoring.474 These types of missional communities and their patterns of life are 
seen widely in other missional literature.475 In Being Church, Doing Life, Moynagh 
overviews many themes around being a community in short summaries, with a 
variety of illustrations particularly from the UK context.  
Michael Frost is a missional thinker from Australia, and author of Exiles: 
Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture.476 Frost builds on Walter 
Brueggemann’s work in finding parallels between the Old Testament Jewish 
exiles in Babylon and the modern day experience of dislocation, uncertainty and 
irrelevance.477 As the Jewish exiles were displaced, humiliated and on foreign 
soil –  so the church today is grieving its loss of a prominent place in society in 
the passing of Christendom. Here Frost moves to firmly embed his vision of the 
church as a contrast community, anchored Christologically. He proposes 
returning to the teaching of Jesus and looking to the missional practices of the 
early church as the pattern for today, ‘all lived out boldly on the soil of a post-
Christian empire.’478 The theme of a contrast community threads through many 
missional texts and is well illustrated in Exiles. Frost explains: 
The Christian movement must be the living, breathing promise to society 
that it is possible to live out the values of Christ – that is, to be a radical, 
troubling alternative to the power imbalances in the empire. In a world of 
greed and consumerism, the church ought to be a community of 
generosity and selflessness. In a host empire that is committed to 
marginalizing the poor, resisting the place of women, causing suffering to 
the disenfranchised, the Christian community must be generous to a fault, 
pursuant of justice, flushed with mercy.479 
 
This alternative community is what Frost sees as necessary for the 
contemporary church – to be a model farm, an example of what the kingdom of 
God is like. This contrast community emerges from one’s relationship with Jesus. 
A missional, contrast society follows Jesus’ life and ministry today as they eat 
and drink together in community life, and as they offer and accept hospitality.480 
                                                
474 Ibid. Page 13. 
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authentic relationships, and worship and outreach as a community. See also: Myers. M. Scott 
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As Jesus goes to humanity to pursue reconciliation, likewise Christians must be 
prepared to go to the poor, marginalized and suffering in their host community.481 
This incarnational contrast community will participate in the life of the host 
community, share in appropriate language and forms with the community and 
participate in acts of service, loving relationships and good deeds. Frost uses the 
thinking around “third places” as locations to connect with the host community in 
coffee shops, community centres, cafes, local hangouts, etc. Being rooted to a 
place is key.  
This particularity to a local place is a theme also written about by other 
missional authors, especially well outlined by Sparks, Soerens and Friesen in 
The New Parish: How Neighborhood Churches are Transforming Mission, 
Discipleship and Community.482 The authors take on what they call the “myth of 
the individual” and “living above place.” They remind their readers that all people 
actually live in and depend on community in various ways, and that contemporary 
society tends to live in a way that disconnects the daily cause-and-effect of the 
physical space and time where we live. Instead, they describe in detail how the 
nature of the incarnation models both a relational calling and a missional calling 
to live into a specific time and place. They outline the need for the Christian 
community to be a faithful presence in a place, integrating life together in 
community, forming maturity in faith together, and bearing witness to the reign of 
God in the local community.483 Some missional authors discuss non-geographical 
network connections in connection to contextualizing for postmodernity; however 
many authors like Frost, Sparks, Soerens and Friesen focus on the geographic 
place of a community in mission.484  
 A contrast community for Frost is characterized by five promises, the first 
of which is being authentic in a hyper-real world. 485 Living honestly, with integrity 
and truthfulness in a world of fast (chemical) food and (fake) reality TV can make 
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a startling gospel contrast. Here the exile community can earn the right to be 
heard by living in ways which do not flee from culture but instead forge new 
patterns of authentic living. James Bielo suggests that authenticity is an 
organizing trope in Emerging Evangelicals. His argument is Emerging 
Evangelicals are reacting and responding to both modernity and late modernity, 
and that the desire for authenticity is critical to the cultural times.486 Bielo echoes 
Frost in describing the desire for an authentic, lived, everyday faith. A second 
promise Frost discusses in Exiles is serving a cause greater than oneself – not 
buying into the prevailing values of society, but instead being a community of 
service, love and justice. To engage in this aspect, Frost calls on the concept of 
“liminality and communitas.”487 Liminality is taken from the work of anthropologist 
Victor Turner. It is a transition from one state to another, going first through stages 
of separation from the old roles into a second liminal stage where marginalization 
is the experience, followed by the third and final phase of reintegration into the 
social group in a new role, status, or identity.488 It is the middle stage of liminal 
where Frost spends his time thinking, where communitas is formed. In the limal 
stage of transition, a group is formed which Turner called “communitas,” where 
there is an intense feeling of belonging, where the forming of community is not 
an end in itself but a means to an end. The shared experience of feeling displaced 
in a liminal state brings deeply authentic community with a shared purpose, seen 
in Frost’s third promise: to form missional community. Here individuals offer their 
gifts and learn from each other, while committing to a common task. Frost 
reiterates the missional bent towards focusing on the simple and communal 
nature of following Jesus in communities.489 Frost continues his explication of the 
contrast community with promise four: practicing generosity and hospitality. Frost 
sees these seemingly mundane, daily activities as powerful opportunities to bring 
God’s grace and activity to the world. Lastly, a contrast community promises to 
work righteously. As noted above in Moynagh’s active community, Frost explores 
how a contrast community of exiles will see everything they do – work and leisure 
– as an expression of their being sent by God into the furthest reaches of society. 
                                                
486 Bielo. Pages 16-21.  
487 Liminality is explored in depth by Alan Roxburgh in Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, 
Leadership & Liminality. Liminality and communitas is also detailed in the Shaping of Things to 
Come by Frost and Hirsch. 
488 Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture. Pages 108-129. 
489 Frost offers the suggestion that groups are churches when they are Trinitarian in Theology, 
covenantal in expression, catholic in orientation and missional in intent. Ibid. Pages 146-156. 
	 119 
The separation of the sacred and the secular, and more specifically how to 
overcome this divide, is a theme discussed in a variety of missional texts.490  
 Another reflection on a contrast community is seen in Graham Tomlin’s 
The Provocative Church.491 Tomlin speaks to the need for the church to be 
inviting questions about faith from a church living in a provocative way – as an 
expression of the kingdom of God. It is the church together, living out the taste of 
kingdom life which will bring natural opportunities to share faith.492 The church is 
a demonstration of the kingdom of God, which will naturally stand out from the 
wider culture. The community that loves God and loves others creates interest so 
people in the church have the chance to communicate faith with those they 
encounter. Lois Barrett’s chapter in Treasure in Clay Jars also considers contrast 
communities.493 Barrett’s book focuses on patterns of missional faithfulness from 
congregational studies of missional churches. Barrett’s third pattern is taking risks 
as a contrast community. Her emphasis on risk-taking is rooted in a community 
which ‘understands itself as different from the world because of its participation 
in the life, death and resurrection of its Lord.’494 Risk-taking behaviours as a 
contrast community include being present with the poor/resisting materialism; 
practicing creative generosity; a high commitment to community; ministry to those 
on the edges of society, and sharing in the sufferings of Christ.495  
The missional focus on being a community is often discussed as being a 
people sent out on mission, grounded in the everyday. Tim Chester and Steve 
Timmis write of this extensively in Total Church: A Radical Reshaping Around 
Gospel and Culture496 and Everyday Church: Mission by Being Good 
Neighbours.497 In Total Church, the authors’ premise is that the church must be 
focused on two things. The first is being gospel-centred, which is built around two 
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components: the word of God and the mission.498 These two elements are worked 
out in many ways through the second priority of the church being a community, 
through which the good news flows outward to others.499 On this foundation, the 
larger, second part of the book looks at the practical potential outworking of these 
two elements in a variety of ways including evangelism, social action, church 
planting, pastoral care, theology, and children and young people’s work. Their 
passion for the church to be a deeply rooted community living life together, which 
is also intentionally pointed outwards, comes through time and time again. 
Inviting friends around for dinner, sharing life over the washing up, practically and 
pastorally caring for someone in crisis, or integrating young people into the life of 
the church community: these examples and more evidence the mission and good 
news being lived out in the church community.500  
Total Church may lean a bit more towards the committed, close functioning 
of the church community, whereas Everyday Church: Mission by Being Good 
Neighbours by Chester and Timmis continues an exploration of what a missional 
community might look like in a UK context. Framed around missional reflections 
on 1 Peter, the authors explore what everyday mission to Post-Christendom 
culture could be in very practical terms. They note that a 2007 Tearfund report 
found that almost 70% of the UK population has no intention of attending a church 
service at any point in the future. Given that figure, ‘It is not a question of 
‘improving the product’ of church meetings and evangelistic events. It means 
reaching people apart from meetings and events.’501 The church community must 
go out to connect with people where they are, in their wider communities, schools, 
neighbourhoods, clubs and shops. Everyday Church gathers up several elements 
discussed above by other authors: the nature of the church, living as exiles, being 
a contrast community, and having deep, authentic relationships. The church is a 
community in its very being, as all believers are born into God’s new family 
through Christ, and it is from this senses of Christian identity that everything else 
flows. Christians today in the post-Christendom context are not in a culture that 
shares a knowledge of Christ, like the ‘strangers in the world’ of 1 Peter 1:1, 1:17 
and 2:11. Rather than simply call people to church where most have no interest, 
Chester and Timmis encourage Christians to be as those foreigners Peter 
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discusses, to treat their host culture with respect, and seek its prosperity.502 In 
addition to being the contrast community demonstrating the gospel as examined 
above, a community must exercise mutual pastoral care. This care is a 
community activity, born out of deep relationships over time. Again the threads of 
authentic relationship and community living come through.  
Everyday Church focuses the second half of the book more practically on 
being a sent community. Moving on from the foundation of being the church, 
Chester and Timmis turn to how believers can join God in his eternal purpose of 
restoring all people to relationship with Him. Given the “on-the-margins” status of 
Christians in a post-Christendom context, the authors urge their readers to think 
differently about mission. ‘Live such good lives among the pagans that, although 
they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God 
on the day he visits us,’ 1 Peter 2:11-12 says. Chester and Timmis say in the 
same way that Peter urges his readers to ‘attract the world to God through the 
quality of our lives’ so today it is not first evangelistic services or events which will 
draw people but rather the lived apologetic of the sent out community of faith.503 
They emphasize over and over again the normal, even mundane activities of daily 
life as opportunities of everyday mission. For all of the activities which make up 
life’s “normal,” the authors ask if there could be a community component by 
involving another member of one’s church, a missional component by involving 
an unbeliever and a gospel component by finding natural opportunities to talk 
about Jesus.504 They encourage that everyday mission is not about a technique 
or “5 steps to success,” but about focussing on the core elements of loving Jesus, 
loving people and loving life. In a passionate and deep relationship with Jesus, in 
genuinely loving people for who they are, and in loving life as God’s gift to us, 
each person is empowered to be everyday missionaries. The book’s subtitle is 
discussed: mission by being good neighbours. It is Chester and Timmis’s opinion 
that small and often quiet works of neighbourly service done by a faith community 
is a powerful and effective witness in today’s culture. Being a missional 
community sent together to share the gospel news with their neighbours can be 
challenging if one is assuming a Christian culture. But when the context is a post-
Christian culture, different assumptions and thinking are needed. Everyday 
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Church explores ways of sharing the gospel that integrate both the normality of 
life and engagement with others as a sent community. Other texts which focus 
on a sent community include Rick Rusaw and Eric Swanson’s The Externally 
Focused Church and Steve Addison’s What Jesus Started.505 
The theme of community within missional literature is a rich and diverse 
one. This theme is of course inherent to theology generally where the nature of 
the church is examined. But the emphasis on the need for deep, authentic 
community is a call which echoes throughout the missional and emerging church 
literature. Whether from a perceived lack of genuine community or from a drive 
to be a community on mission, community is a focus. There is an emphasis on 
the need for the faith community to be active and visible. The church is frequently 
understood in terms of being a contrast community, distinct by living out the 
kingdom rule of God in a watching world. The community is sent into the world, 
rooted in the everyday witness of life together. Community also overlaps with 
themes around contextualization, incarnation and kingdom of God, but in itself is 
a key topic in missional literature. 
3.2.2 Participation in the Missio Dei 
Missional authors are never too far away from the theme of the missio Dei. 
It is one of the clearest, most frequent themes explicated in the literature. God’s 
mission or purpose in the world is not a new concept to consider in theology, but 
missional authors place an emphasis on the church participating in the missio 
Dei, often as a corrective to a Christendom mode of church.506 Key sub-themes 
within the missio Dei include: 
Participation in the missio Dei 
• the essential nature of the church as sent 
• mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency  
• mission as restoring all of creation 
• mission as being a witness in the world 
Mission as holistically restoring all of creation overlaps with the theme of kingdom 
transformation. Missional authors come at missio Dei from two primary directions: 
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a biblical exposition of what God’s mission is and the church commissioned for 
it, and the application of the concept for the church in contemporary society. The 
section below will consider examples of the theme of missio Dei in missional 
literature from both directions – first from the biblical exposition, and then from 
the application to the contemporary church in the West.  
Missio Dei is the entire topic and title of Christopher Wright’s substantial 
book The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative. 507 Wright’s 
concern is to lay out an approach to biblical hermeneutics that ‘sees the mission 
of God (and the participation in it of God’s people) as a framework within which 
we can read the whole Bible.’508 A key concept in the missional literature 
described by Wright is: mission is not just one aspect bolted on to the life of the 
church, but is the core of what God is doing and therefore what the church is 
about. The Mission of God seeks to describe the missio Dei by considering 
scripture as a cohesive narrative which points to God’s redemptive activity in the 
world. Wright describes this through his book in four parts: The Bible and mission, 
the God of mission, the people of mission, and the arena of mission. In Part 1, 
Wright argues that it is a missional hermeneutic of the Bible which makes sense 
of the whole of the biblical narrative. Additionally, it can tie together a global 
church with differing cultural contexts, along with contextual approaches and 
advocacy readings of scripture where diversity and plurality is recognized, even 
celebrated. Indeed, from Wright’s perspective, the Bible puts forth its assertions 
on the particular, on local events, in a relational context through stories – before 
postmodernity was a recognized concept.509 It is the grand narrative of scripture 
understood through the missio Dei which answers the worldview questions of: 
where are we/nature of the world, who are we/nature of humanity, what has gone 
wrong and what is the solution?510 He says, ‘The whole Bible renders to us the 
story of God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s 
world for the sake of the whole of God’s creation.’511 Wright engages in 
consideration of each aspect of mission through from Old Testament to New 
Testament, making connections for an overall narrative of God’s mission in 
scripture. The same God who created the world has been at work throughout 
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history to accomplish his purpose in creation, ‘to restore creation to its full original 
purpose of bringing all glory to God himself and thereby to enable all creation to 
enjoy the fullness of blessing that he desires for it….’512 God’s overarching 
purpose to restore all of creation to himself is a thread through the theme of the 
missio Dei.  
The Mission of God outlines the God of mission known through the 
scripture in Part II. First God makes himself known to Israel, and indeed to the 
surrounding nations, as the unique King, sovereign over history and all 
creation.513 God also makes himself known in Jesus of Nazareth, the self-
revelation of God in human person. Jesus shares the identity of the Divine Being, 
along with his mission to be known to the ends of the earth as the unique creator, 
ruler, judge and saviour over all.514 Wright helpfully outlines several paradigm 
shifts around missio Dei which run through missional literature. They are to move 
from: 
• our human agency to the ultimate purposes of God himself 
• mission as missions that we undertake, to mission as that which God has 
been purposing and accomplishing from eternity to eternity 
• an anthropocentric (or ecclesiocentric) conception to a radically 
theocentric worldview515 
This shift in agency centring around God and his proactive mission is particularly 
considered in The Missional Church in Perspective below. Wright turns his 
attention in Part III to missio Dei and the people of God as seen throughout the 
biblical narrative. In a carefully exegeted walk from the Old Testament through 
the New Testament, Wright considers how the people of God are created and 
commissioned for the mission of God, to be a witness to the world. The author is 
not content to start with the day of Pentecost and the commissioning of the New 
Testament church but rather roots Christian mission in the people of God traced 
particularly from God’s election of Abraham. ‘Arguably God’s covenant with 
Abraham is the single most important biblical tradition within a biblical theology 
of mission and a missional hermeneutic of the Bible.’516 Two chapters are given 
to the Abrahamic commission and the missional implications derived from it. 
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Wright argues that the text of Genesis 12:1-3 is pivotal in the whole of the biblical 
narrative.   
The whole Bible could be portrayed as a very long answer to a very simple 
question: What can God do about the sin and rebellion of the human race? 
Genesis 12 through to Revelation 22 is God’s answer to the question 
posed by the bleak narratives of Genesis 3-11. Or in terms of the overall 
argument of this book, Genesis 3-11 sets the problem that the mission of 
God addresses from Genesis 12 to Revelation 22.517 
 
Few authors do the detailed exegetical work Wright does in The Mission 
of God. He details the language of the Abrahamic covenant, the missional 
implications of “go, bless and blessing” in relational, creational, historic, ethical, 
multinational, and Christological dimensions.518 The mission of the universal God 
elects a particular people in Israel not because they are special in themselves, 
but because of God’s love for his whole world. Israel is to be the instrument of 
God’s blessing and salvation to all the nations and to all people. The tension 
between ‘the universality of the goal (all nations) and the particularity of the 
means (through you)’ is a theme which Wright holds throughout book.519 This 
mission to the nations, bringing all people to himself, is the subject of the last two 
chapters in The Mission of God. Wright says it is indeed the nations which are 
the reason Israel exists – the missio Dei to bring the nations to Himself. ‘It is God’s 
mission in relation to the nations, arguably more than any other single theme, that 
provides the key that unlocks the biblical grand narrative.’520 The Old Testament 
sets out the expectation that Israel would be a light and blessing to the nations 
which would draw them towards God. Israel and then the church is to be a witness 
to the world. The New Testament then moves from ‘a missionary idea into 
energetic missionary praxis.’521 The Bible’s grand narrative ends with the 
eschatological vision of people drawn from every tribe, nation and people 
worshipping God in a new creation. 
 God’s mission to restore all creation is not only universal in outreach but 
has significant ethical dimensions for God’s people. Wright explores a few of 
these in Chapters 11, 12 and 13. A more thorough account of missio Dei and the 
arenas of God’s redemption can be found in J. Andrew Kirk’s book What is 
                                                
517 Ibid. Page 195. 
518 Ibid. Chapter 6. 
519 Ibid. Chapter 7. See also for example pages 47, 64, 252-264, 370-374, 421-428. 
520 Ibid. Page 455. 
521 Ibid. Page 505. 
	 126 
Mission?522 Kirk’s stated objective is to present a theology of mission along the 
lines of David Bosch’s Transforming Mission, but in an abbreviated, more 
accessible form.523 The bulk of Kirk’s book is given to seven contemporary issues 
in mission: evangelism, justice, culture, overcoming violence/building peace, care 
for the environment, and mission partnership. Each of these themes is related to 
the church in mission, explored in brief both biblically and in practice. The 
expanse of God’s mission into all parts of creation is a significant subtheme within 
the missio Dei and is considered more in the section below on kingdom 
transformation.  
 The Mission of God uses extensive exegesis to trace the missio Dei 
through scripture as a foundation for a missional hermeneutic for the church 
today. This is Wright’s “why mission” story. He turns to the “so what?” question 
in his follow up book The Mission of God’s People, asking the foundational 
questions: who are we and what are we here for?524 Here the biblical exegesis is 
turned to the application of working out God’s mission in the world. Many of the 
same themes come through: a God who sends, into the whole world, to redeem 
all of creation.525 But throughout this book, Wright makes the explicit connection 
between a God who sends and a people who are sent, and sent into all areas of 
the world.526 Wright discusses the grand narrative of mission from the perspective 
of a church which knows the story they are living out their part in today, and a 
people who are participating in God’s mission, Abraham’s mission, and our 
mission to be a blessing to the nations and to draw all people to him.527 The care 
for creation is examined as a part of the mission of God’s people, as is a call to 
actively seek to bless the nations, and have lives demonstrating God’s ways in 
ethics, compassion, justice and holiness.528 The author challenges the people of 
God to demonstrate the kingdom ways in good deeds, and in a way which 
proclaims the gospel of Christ.529 There is a lot of overlapping content between 
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Wright’s two books, but The Mission of God’s People seeks to make explicit the 
connection between the biblical theology of mission and the expression of that in 
the lived witness of the church. As he sums up in his introduction, ‘No theology 
without missional impact; no mission without theological foundations.’530 Both of 
Wright’s book are foundational for a biblical exegesis of the missio Dei in the 
church today.  
 Two key authors in bringing the concept of missio Dei to prominence to a 
Western church context are Darrell Guder and Craig Van Gelder. Both are 
associated with the Gospel and Our Culture Network discussed above in section 
2.4.3 on the history and importance of the concept of missio Dei. The Gospel and 
Our Culture Network published the collaboratively written Missional Church in 
1998, edited by Darrell Guder.531 While primarily an academic book, it was widely 
circulated amongst church leaders in both mainline and evangelical churches 
where it became a foundational text of the missional church movement.532 Guder 
and the team wrote Missional Church to explore Lesslie Newbigin’s analysis of a 
post-Christian Western society and the theological concept of the missio Dei.533 
The church-centred understanding of mission has been replaced with a 
theocentric mission, says Missional Church. ‘We have come to see that mission 
is not merely an activity of the church. Rather, mission is the result of God’s 
initiative, rooted in God’s purposes to restore and heal creation. “Mission” means 
“sending,” and it is the central biblical theme describing the purpose of God’s 
action in human history.’534 Missio Dei resonates with the ideas of a God centred 
mission and a sent church. The objective of the book is to lay out what a missional 
ecclesiology might look like for North America. The authors emphasize the 
essential nature and vocation of the church as God’s called and sent people.535 
They lay out a set of affirmations as a vision for a missional ecclesiology which is 
biblical, historical, contextual, eschatological, and practiced.536 Guder and the 
team consider the missional context of North American culture,  then further 
context to mission is given around the church in North America. Here a functional 
Christendom model is explored, in both the US and Canadian versions.537  
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The authors then set the context for a new vision of mission which is 
theocentric and stresses the mission of God as the foundation for the mission of 
the church. The church is to be a people of God, called and sent to represent the 
reign of God on earth.538 They explore the connection between the reign of God 
and the church, where the church is a sign and foretaste, agent and instrument 
of the divine reign.539 The church is sent into the world with intention and 
missional identity, to be a contrast community and to both demonstrate and 
announce the reign of God, calling people to new life. A substantial chapter is 
given to discussion on the creation of missional communities through the work of 
the Holy Spirit through worship, baptism, communion, service, prayer, hospitality, 
and reconciliation.540 It is in the final chapters of the book where the authors draw 
out more practical principles for how a people of God participating in God’s 
mission might organize themselves. Some implications are considered for the 
North American church structures around the principles of biblical authority, 
cultural diversity and the local particular community as the basic missional 
structure of the church.541 Missional Church is a key text seeking to re-envision a 
church in North America for proactive mission, driven by a sense of identity as 
God’s people participating in God’s mission.542  
Missional Church was followed up in 2011 by The Missional Church in 
Perspective. Craig Van Gelder and Dwight Zscheile543 wrote Missional Church in 
Perspective to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of Missional Church, and 
further explores theological themes in the missional conversation. Missio Dei is 
the foundational concept in both books. The book unfolds in two parts. Part one 
examines the history and development of the missional conversation, the 
strengths and weaknesses of Missional Church, and how those concepts have 
developed since its writing. Part two examines an idea similar to this research in 
exploring the ‘theological imagination, or more specifically, a theologically 
informed social imagination’544 of different approaches to “missional” found in the 
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literature. Van Gelder and Zscheile specifically map branches of the missional 
conversation in terms of agency in church life: to what extent one starts with the 
mission of the church and human agency, or to what extent one starts with the 
mission of God and God’s agency. 
 The historical and theological developments which contributed to the 
missional church movement are outlined in Chapters 1 and 2, including Trinitarian 
missiology, the reign of God, the development of missio Dei, the work of Lesslie 
Newbigin and the Gospel and Culture programme.545 The authors explore more 
nuanced aspects of some theological themes. They consider how a Western 
emphasis on the three persons of the Trinity within the single divine substance 
can lead to a modal view of God – one subject who acts in three different 
functional modes.546 This can lead to a missional church with under integrated 
views of the work of God in relation to the missio Dei. Also considered is the 
different approaches of the relationship between the missio Dei and the reign of 
God. Three approaches are used in Missional Church: a specialized view where 
the church embodies or witnesses to the reign of God, a generalized view where 
God’s mission unfolds through secular history or in the midst of secular history, 
and a more integrated approach where the church participates in God’s 
continuing creation and redemptive mission.547  
The second half of The Missional Church in Perspective maps the 
missional literature to date around the theological ideas informing it. The range 
of literature moves across a continuum from those who are using missional 
language to promote a more traditional understanding of church and mission as 
separate-but-related realities, to those who are developing the biblical and 
theological frameworks that can undergird a missional understanding.548 The 
mapping of missional literature can become bogged down in defining branches 
and sub-branches; however, their teasing out of the theological nuances of a wide 
range of missional literature is done in a clear and gracious manner. The 
Missional Church and The Missional Church in Perspective are foundational 
pieces of literature for the movement. They outline deeper issues of theology 
driving the missional church movement as well as providing a substantive history 
of it. The theme of missio Dei is foundational to both books. Van Gelder and 
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Guder emphasis God’s agency in the work of mission, and the church as sent, 
as well as connecting many other theological themes such as the reign of God, 
the incarnation, the work of the Spirit, and the formation of the church for mission. 
Two other noteworthy books by these authors which also extend the theme of the 
missio Dei are Called to Witness by Darrell Guder549 and The Essence of the 
Church by Craig Van Gelder.550 Guder’s book is a collection of his essays and 
lectures which include further exploration of missio Dei, Christology in mission, 
the church and the missio Dei, scripture in missional formation, a post-
Christendom context, and missional community life. Van Gelder’s text thoroughly 
explores the essential nature of the church in relation to God’s mission, ministry 
and the reign of God.  
 In addition to the biblical grounding of missio Dei and the importance of 
missio Dei in the calling and sending of the church, missional authors explore the 
impact of this foundational concept in different ways. As discussed in section 
2.3.2, Wilbert Shenk considers the impact of Christendom and the Enlightenment. 
His plea in Write the Vision: The Church Renewed  is for the church to be called 
back to serve the missio Dei, a focus he sees was lost in the Christendom model 
of church. He proposes a threefold vision for the church: the church finds hope in 
times of crisis by turning to God and his missio Dei; the church reads the times 
through God’s eyes and heart for the world; and the church renews its covenant 
to God and to his mission.551   Ed Stetzer considers missio Dei in relation to 
church planting in Planting Missional Churches.552 Those who are missional are 
both intentionally reaching others with the gospel and are aware of the missio Dei 
– what God is doing around them.553 Stetzer roots church planting and all mission 
in the triune, sending God seen in the theme missio Dei.554 Similarly, Alan 
Roxburgh and Scott Boren in Introducing the Missional Church start their 
discussion of missional church by saying: the missional church is not about the 
church. Rather, the missional imagination is focused on God’s work to redeem 
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creation and for the church to be sign, witness and foretaste of God’s purposes 
in the world.555 They dedicate Chapter 6 to the critical importance of thinking 
through the theology of missio Dei and a sending God: ‘God sent himself; he is 
his own missionary. He came to open the door for restoration of all creation.’556 
Creating a Missional Culture by JR Woodward notes that a missional culture 
starts with the heart and identity of God in the missio Dei. He states, ‘God’s 
mission is to redeem the world and restore it to its intended purpose. The church 
exists to fulfil God’s mission, and when we participate in God’s mission, we 
become living signs of God’s intended future for the world, bringing glory to 
God.’557 Mission as rooted in the missio Dei is even noted in a book as specific 
as mission and engaging culture through the built environment.558  
 Ross Hastings writes a thorough picture of the missional church living out 
missio Dei in his 2012 book Missional God, Missional Church: Hope for Re-
evangelizing the West.559 He writes to bring a vision of the church that is both 
centrifugal and centripetal, sending and gathering, which challenges and 
encourages both the emerging and traditional church to be a church which is both 
deep and wide.560 Through an in-depth study of John 20, Hastings focuses on a 
Trinitarian view of a missional God, who both sends and gathers the church, and 
the church sent to participate in God’s mission.  Hasting reiterates missio Dei, 
saying ‘And now, this is the crucial point that gives hope for mission, mission is 
God’s mission first, and we participate by grace in who he is and what he is doing.’ 
561 The author sets the scene by looking at the challenging setting of mission in 
the West, and how to break fear around mission, based in the implications of a 
risen Christ and a Trinitarian God. Both mission and community life are 
considered in light of what it means for the church to participate in the fullness of 
God’s mission to restore all creation. Included for consideration is how the church 
can appropriately contextualize, seeking to avoid cultural disconnection on one 
hand, and indiscriminate enculturation on the other.562 A detailed theological 
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reflection on the doctrine of the Trinity prepares for the second part of the book 
where the author grounds mission and Trinity in John 20:21: ‘“As the Father has 
sent me, I am sending you.” This is the Greatest Commission because it is a “co-
mission,” the “supreme passing on” of Jesus’ “sentness” and therefore, 
authority.’563  
 Missional God, Missional Church applies the theology of various aspects 
of the Trinity and the Commission to the church in John 20, working out the 
implications for the church in mission. A church in mission in the West is united 
to both an incarnational and a risen Christ, guiding the church to be fully 
creational, holistically engaged in mission, and fully relational with each other, 
with God and with all humanity.564 The church participating with God will seek to 
be a joyful community, which worships and shares deeply from its common life 
which overflows in witness to all those around.565 In the final chapters of the book, 
Hasting considers again the bidirectional nature of the mission of God and the 
church, as both sending out and gathering in. The church is sent, as Jesus was 
sent, in our union with Christ through the Spirit. This outward impetus is at one 
with that of gathering, bringing all people and all creation into the overflowing life 
of the relational Trinity.566 Hasting concludes with examining the work of the Spirit 
indwelling the church and the continuation of Christ’s mission. Throughout 
Missional Church, Missional God, Hastings goes between the doctrine of the 
Trinity, the mission of God and the implications for the church participating with 
such a Triune God in his mission. His work is both theological and missiological, 
and is an excellent exegesis of Trinitarian missio Dei worked out in real terms in 
the church in the West. 
 The theme of the missio Dei is at the very heart of missional texts. It is the 
compelling reason both for the existence of the church and the activity of the 
church. Missional authors contend that missio Dei is a theme deeply rooted in 
scripture and a guiding foundation for the church’s understanding of mission. 
Missio Dei shifts the locus of agency in mission from church centred to God 
centred. It includes an emphasis on a holistic view of God’s work in the world. It 
is the missio Dei which sends the church into mission, a church which gathers all 
people to God. A renewed vision of the church on mission is particularly important 
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to missional authors who see contemporary Western culture as a mission field. 
The church as missional in its very essence is a significant part of the theme of 
missio Dei.  
3.2.3 The Need for Contextualization in Mission 
 This thesis is proposing that the missional and emerging church 
movements are in large part responses to the two-fold change the church is 
experiencing in culture (postmodernity) and in position (post-Christendom). A 
significant opinion expressed in the literature is the need for the church in mission 
to be responsive to the changing context. Within the overall need for 
contextualization in mission, sub-themes include:  
The need for contextualization in mission 
• the need for the church to be contextualized for a changing culture 
• the need for contextualization for a specific locality 
• the need for contextualization for mission in a post-Christendom context  
• frustration with the existing church for not being contextualized 
Contextualization has been the subject of mission studies for many decades, if 
only more recently applied to the Western context, particularly highlighted by 
Lesslie Newbigin.567 Almost every book in the literature addresses 
contextualization in some way but it can be a contested theme with different 
approaches to culture. The texts highlighted below consider contextualization in 
two ways: mission to and from a postmodern culture, and mission in a post-
Christendom context. Texts on contextualization have the most varied content of 
the themes as there is a diversity of suggestions as to how the church is to 
contextualize. Contextualization sometimes comes from a place of protest, often 
described in “moving from X to Y” in a subtle or not-so-subtle rebuke to perceived 
failings of the church. Contextualization as a theme is discussed by some from 
theological perspectives, but is perhaps more frequently discussed from 
missiological perspectives.  
 Tony Jones is an emerging church author, and one of the founders of 
Emergent Village.568 He was instrumental in the formation of the American 
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emerging church movement. In The New Christians, Jones makes the case for 
emergent Christianity using the analogy of geology, with postmodernism having 
a star role in shaking the ground. Likening the radical message of Jesus to hot 
lava which changed the world, Jones goes on to say that ‘the beautiful, scary, 
messy lava-gospel has again become crusted over by layers of bureaucracy, 
institutionalism, and dogma.’569 Jones sees American Christian politics, 
individualism, and consumerism as all contributing to crusts which hinder the 
gospel. But emerging Christianity ‘is an effort by a particular people in a particular 
time and place to respond to the gospel as it (once again) breaks through the 
age-old crusts.’ 570 Jones says the shift towards postmodern culture has brought 
about a movement of people rethinking theology and rethinking church.571 He 
characterizes emergent, postmodern Christians as those with a high desire for 
inclusion and a hope filled orientation.572 Emergents are those who see God’s 
activity in all aspects of culture, rejecting the sacred-secular divide.573 Emergents 
embrace friendship and reconciliation across divides, and seek community 
engagement over individual rights.574 Throughout Jones’ images of emergent 
Christians is the counterfoil of a failed American church. Stark statements 
illuminate Jones’ picture of the church today: ‘In the twenty-first century, it’s not 
God who’s dead. It’s the church. Or at least conventional forms of church.’575 
American emergent people are largely those ‘who feel great disappointment with 
modern American Christianity.’576 Whether it is the left-verses-right politics, the 
way the gospel is expressed, lack of inclusion, or a market driven church, those 
who join the emergent movement are searching for a faith which is contextualized 
in a way they do not experience in the modern, contemporary church in America.  
 The New Christians proposes profound changes in the way both methods 
of Christianity and the message of Christianity is enculturated for a postmodern, 
globalized, pluralized world of the 21st century.577 Jones tells his own story of 
disillusionment and hurt in different ministry contexts which started his journey of 
exploration into what a postmodern theology would look like. Here he found a 
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way of faith not rooted on philosophical foundationalism.578 Theology and 
epistemology both come to the table for consideration, with a call for profound 
change in the way faith is practiced and spread in today’s context.579 For Jones 
and other emergents, theology is local, conversational and temporary, 
characterized by question, doubt, and openness.580 A ‘hermeneutic of humility’ 
around questions of truth is a common emphasis for emergents – appreciation of 
the limits of what one knows and how one knows it.581 Jones wants to hold on to 
the tension between being humble in interpretation, being committed to faith 
positions yet being authentically open to and respectful of the other.582 This is in 
opposition to the modern faith of the contemporary church, where Jones sees a 
Christian faith with a need for all the answers, even characterized by legalism, 
which cannot embrace paradox. An emergent faith is one which is relational and 
eschatological, connecting people in diverse settings, filled with hope for the 
future. The ways in which emergent Christians form communities is likened to 
Wikipedia. Similar to Wikipedia, emergent communities are ones of open access, 
participation, questioning, subverting and even disposing of the leadership 
structures common in churches. It is built on trust and mutual accountability. 
Emergent communities are agile, able to respond rapidly to the changing world, 
being local and relatively small. Connectivity is important, both within groups and 
across ecumenical lines. Lastly, emergent communities embrace the messiness 
of life and relationship with God.583 The direction of the emergent movement Tony 
Jones writes about grows from new media, disillusionment with both politics and 
the contemporary evangelical church, and the postmodern turn in philosophy.584 
Jones’ drive is for a contextualized church suited to the postmodern context. It is 
rooted in protest and often framed in contrast to the contemporary American 
evangelical church.  
 The need for a contextualized church coupled with frustration with the 
existing evangelical church also comes through in some UK writings. One of the 
earliest and most influential UK texts on contextualizing for postmodernity came 
in Dave Tomlinson’s book The Post-Evangelical. It crystalized frustrations for 
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those in the UK who felt betrayed by their tradition or irritated with evangelical 
culture; those who felt impacted by cultural shifts but did not want to leave the 
church.585 Tomlinson recognizes the underlying layer of frustration in his book, 
writing it for those who struggle with 'the restrictions in evangelical theology, 
spirituality, and church culture—yet who still want to journey with the Christian 
faith.’586 Tomlinson looks at how the church can contextualize for postmodern 
culture, but equally looks at the shortfalls or frustrations with evangelical church 
culture. His critique of evangelicalism includes where middle class values and 
Christian values are confused, and an inability to allow personal and intellectual 
development.587 Like Jones, Tomlinson suggests that cultural change is a 
meaningful factor for post-evangelicals. He says, ‘My thesis is simple: that post-
evangelicals tend to be people who identify culturally more with postmodernity 
(the culture of the postmodern) than with modernity, and that this has a significant 
bearing on the way they approach and understand the Christian faith.’588 
Tomlinson suggests the significant change in culture at the end of the 20th 
century requires a rethink in the way the gospel and the evangelical church is 
thought about.589 He suggests that evangelicalism’s gospel needs to have a less 
systematized “big story” approach, that it needs to have less dogmatic claims and 
more journey language, and that the church should divest itself of power 
structures reminiscent of prevailing Western culture.590 
 Not all calls for contextualization come from significant protest and 
disillusionment; some come from the urgent need for the church to engage with 
the changing culture. Brain McLaren’s 1998 The Church on the Other Side boldly 
states, ‘The point is, if you have a new world, you need a new church. You have 
a new world.’591 As one of the most prolific and high profile authors in the 
emerging church movement, McLaren’s early work is a straightforward 
consideration of doing ministry in the postmodern matrix. He offers strategies for 
ministry to address the “new world” we live in. McLaren’s writings will be 
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considered in more detail on the theme around transforming culture below, but 
the important note for the theme of contextualization is McLaren’s urgent call for 
the church to grapple with the change of culture. Another early book of a similar 
theme is The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations by Dan 
Kimball.592 Published in 2003, it reflects some of the early movement’s focus on 
generational ministry, considering how church can connect to post-Christian, 
post-seeker, postmodern generations. Like McLaren, Kimball gives practical 
suggestions on ministry issues to meet the needs of the emerging postmodern 
culture. Both consider the new cultural context positively, as an opportunity to 
change for effective mission.593  
A positive take on contextualization for postmodern culture is found in Pete 
Ward’s Liquid Church.594 A practical theologian and youth specialist, Ward 
envisions postmodern ecclesiology in a unique manner. He takes the term “liquid” 
from Zygmunt Bauman’s description of liquid modernity, characterized amongst 
other things as privileging consumption over production: I am what I buy rather 
than what I do.595 He then goes on to describe solid church as a product of solid 
modernity, in contrast to his proposal for liquid church which is essential ‘because 
it takes the present culture seriously and seeks to express the fullness of the 
Christian gospel within that culture.’596 The theological grounding for conceiving 
such a church comes from several sources. First, the church being “in Christ” 
allows one to imagine a body of Christ apart from buildings and institution, joined 
into community through one’s connection to Christ.597 Second, Ward explores the 
theology of the Trinity, particularly perichoresis or mutual participation where the 
flow of relationships among Father, Son and Holy Spirit underpin a relational, fluid 
kind of church.598 Lastly, Ward describes biblical and spiritual boundaries through 
an emphasis on the authentic communication of the Word and the sacraments.599 
He addresses concerns for maintaining the orthodoxy of a liquid church through 
a consideration of Moltmann’s theology of the Spirit of God working outside of the 
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institution of the church and through Kuyper’s categories of common grace and 
special grace.600  
 Ward proposes liquid church as a part of the ongoing renewal of the church 
in response to the changes in culture that have negatively affected the life and 
witness of the church in being an effective agent for mission. Liquid church is 
based on a series of relationships and communications, a network of people 
motivated informally to communicate Christ and see the Holy Spirit at work. This 
life would be sustained through the consumption of spiritual commodities such as 
festivals, worship music, and evangelism courses.601 Ward argues that shopping 
in contemporary culture is not about the material, but about what commodities 
represent, the hopes and desires and search for meaning. Liquid church involves 
‘a fundamental change to embrace the sensibilities of consumption…. The church 
must change its emphasis from meeting people’s spiritual needs to stimulating 
their desires.’602 Liquid church forms around the assumption that people desire 
an encounter with God, then finding appropriate channels through which it can 
flow.  
 Ward’s book takes a very positive tack towards consumer culture and 
contextualization, but there are divergent views on Ward’s proposal. In an opinion 
sympathetic to Ward, Spencer Burke, former megachurch pastor and host to one 
of the largest emerging church online communities theOOZE likens the 
inflexibility of traditional ‘come to us’ church structures to banking: where people 
now access banking services in many ways and many locations to fit their 
lifestyle. Burke says, ‘When congregants complain about pastors and churches 
not fitting their lifestyle, the church cries foul in the form of ‘consumer!’ But does 
anyone ask whether the church is delivering what the market needs?’603 Some 
have questioned Ward’s positive view of consumerism (and indeed of the 
emerging church movement as a whole)604 noting consumerism is not, ‘a well-
functioning and morally neutral network: it is generally, a one-way trip from natural 
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resource to land fill site, in which our addictive search for meaning is fed by the 
exploitation of people and land too far away to concern us.”605 Emerging church  
author Andrew Perriman sees the positive missional urge for Ward’s liquid church 
to be responsive to the search for meaning through the consumption of products, 
but also questions if commodification of spiritual resources in the liquid church 
differs from the market-driven mentality of solid church. He also wonders if Ward’s 
jump from consumerism as a search for meaning to consumerism as a search for 
God can be justified.606 Even with these critiques, Ward’s book is recognized as 
a visionary and genuine attempt to engage missionally with postmodern culture.  
 The changing cultural waters are the impetus for the church to 
contextualize. Two missional authors utilize the work of James Fowler’s Stages 
of Faith to explore how postmodern culture impacts believers and the church.607 
Alan Jamieson considers the impact of postmodernity on individuals leaving 
churches in A Churchless Faith.608 Jamieson’s New Zealand based study 
considers those who leave evangelical, Pentecostal or charismatic churches 
(EPC) – why they leave and how their faith has changed after leaving. His book 
is not about contextualization per se but reflects on the conditions in churches 
and the wider culture which influence their leaving process. The change to 
postmodern culture strongly features in the process. The three interrelated 
factors Jamieson presents to help understand leavers are: a changing societal 
structure between a waning modernity and increasing postmodernity; the 
structures, beliefs and faith practices of EPC churches; the faith development of 
individuals influenced by the transition to an increasingly postmodernist 
society.609 Fowler suggests that many elements of the emerging postmodern 
culture encourage people engaged in transitioning from earlier to later faith 
stages.610 Postmodern culture’s ‘openness to doubt and questions, willingness to 
critique and ability to see truth as a complex paradox… focus on relational 
networks rather than impersonal institutions and the emerging culture’s emphasis 
on a desire to learn through participation, experiences and dialogue’ all provide 
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an environment which promotes moving stages of faith.611 Jamieson continues 
that as the influence of postmodern culture grows, leave-taking due to the 
perceived limitations of EPC churches is likely to increase.612 Jamieson offers 
suggestions along the lines of contextualization for churches to become leaver-
sensitive. A church which provides a place for people to explore, question and 
doubt provides a safe environment for leavers or a place where those who are 
struggling can reflect. Churches can provide a theology of journey. Leaders can 
discuss both spiritual high points and low points, as well as stories from scripture 
and from history of those who have gone through complex journeys of faith.613 
Leaver-sensitive churches can provide resources for those who are struggling. 
Jamieson suggests that spiritual direction, counselling, prayer journaling, and 
theological study can be helpful for those who are in a hard place.614 A church 
can provide a diversity of theological understandings of the life of faith and model 
an honest Christian life, rather than only focus on the ideal “shoulds” of the 
Christian life. Finally, churches who want to be leaver-sensitive can provide room 
for emotion and intuition for people to process their journey in different ways.615   
 Emerging church author Kester Brewin also uses Fowler’s stages of faith 
in Signs of Emergence to show how the Enlightenment/modern era suits a Stage 
3 faith context (loyalists who hold deep convictions), but a post-Enlightenment 
culture encourages people towards Stage 4 (critical reflection on beliefs) and 5 
faith (able to hold tensions and ambiguity in faith).616 Brewin is concerned that 
the church today is afraid to face fundamental change in order to impact the post-
Enlightenment consciousness. Even more, Brewin’s book is a plea ‘that the 
means must fit the ends: the route to change must not be through the exercise of 
power but through an exercise in empowerment.’617 Brewin takes Fowler’s term 
for the Conjunctive church and uses the term Emergent Church. Fowler’s 
Conjunctive Stage 5 is a church which can hold the complexities of life together 
and where hierarchies have given way to networks of organization.618 Signs of 
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Emergence puts forth a process of change in four reflexive stages which he 
believes is appropriate in an emergent culture to become a church for the 
emergent culture.619 The more scientific middle section of Signs of Emergence 
examines the character of a contextualized emergent church based on the study 
of emergent systems. Here he describes not what shape the emergent church 
might have, but some of the characteristics it might display: an open system, a 
learning system, distributed knowledge, and servant leadership.620 Signs of 
Emergence ends with chapters on urbanization (Cities), a critique of 
consumerism (Gift) and ecology (Dirt). Brewin concludes with a summary of his 
thesis: that the church needs to move from an Enlightenment faith into the 
unknown and be reincarnated as Christ was into specific places and cultures. 
Only then can it become a post-Enlightenment incarnation, holding together 
divergent points of view without abuse of power.621 Signs of Emergence has a 
unique perspective on contextualization – one that is both stark about the about 
the challenges and hopeful for the potential future of the church. 
Practical theologian Doug Gay also writes about the process of reflection 
and change for the emerging church in Remixing the Church.622 He suggests that 
the emerging church conversation is a potentially fruitful example of 
hermeneutical ecclesiology – a hermeneutical and ecclesial spiral –  with 
common ground between the emerging sensibility and the ecumenical 
sensibility.623 The church is always reflecting on how to be the Church, always in 
the process of reforming and contextualizing. Here Gay outlines a hermeneutical 
spiral of five moves of reflection within the emerging church: auditing, retrieval, 
unbundling, supplementing and remixing. Auditing is a reflexive move to examine 
where one has come from, to articulate a sense of loss and lack, and to look 
beyond one’s tradition.624 Gay contends that there are major contextual shifts 
which must be noted as impetus for auditing in the emerging church: First is the 
influence of the ecumenical movement and World Council of Churches 
ecumenical studies. The second shift is that of the Second Vatican Council 
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opening the liturgical traditions of the Roman Catholic Church to low church 
Protestantism. The third contextual influence of the auditing movement is a new 
wave of missiological thinking.625  
The second move of the cycle of reflection is retrieval: the need to go back 
and explore what has been lost or abandoned, particularly in tradition and 
ritual.626 Low church protestants especially have retrieved worship and liturgy 
expressions from high church traditions. The third move critical to the emerging 
project is that of unbundling. Unbundling is connected to retrieval, but raises 
questions about tradition,  authority, and freedom to take in practices.627 
Supplementing is adding or innovating existing church practice as the fourth 
move in the hermeneutical cycle.628 Explorations in the areas of ecumenism, the 
ministries of women, a focus on the laity, politics, missiology, and technology are 
all layers of supplementing while not unique or equally distributed across all 
emerging groups, still forms a set of foci which can be considered characteristic 
of supplementing in the emerging conversation.629 Gay’s final stage of the 
reflexive spiral is that of remixing. ‘Remixing both formally completes one 
hermeneutical spiral and propels another one into being, as practical theology 
reflects again (semper reformada) on how the new constellation of ideas and 
practices should itself be audited.’630 Gay ventures a definition of the emerging 
church, which ‘can perhaps best be understood (and defended) as an irreverent 
new wave of grassroots ecumenism, propelled from within low church 
Protestantism by a mix of longing, curiosity and discontent.’631 It is a church 
always remixing, learning how to be the Church in its context and time.   
John Drane looks at cultural change and the church through the framework 
of sociologist George Ritzer and the ‘McDonaldization’ of society.632 In his first 
book on the topic, The McDonaldization of the Church, Drane considers how the 
four traits of Ritzer’s theory (efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control) 
can be seen in, and are sometimes detrimental to, the church. Drane sees that a 
primary missiological issue for the church today is the cultural shift from modernity 
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to post-modernity and notes that while McDonaldization tendencies are not 
exclusively located or limited in that shift (and in some ways are much older) it is 
a useful framework as it fits so many people’s lived experiences both inside and 
outside the church.633 In Drane’s follow-up book, After McDonaldization, he 
explores in more depth how faithful discipleship might be worked out in the 
present culture.634 Drane reiterates that while the over-rationalized systems of 
McDonaldization are underpinned in Christendom history, the systems still have 
been particularly effective in the 20th century. A McDonaldized form of church was 
clearly well contextualized to a highly rationalized society, although Drane 
contends it might lack as a full expression of the gospel.635 After McDonaldization 
considers what a contextualized faith could look like in terms of community, 
mission, ministry and theology.  
 Stuart Murray considers the second large contextual factor of the change 
in position of the church in great detail in his two books Post-Christendom and 
Church After Christendom.636 Murray submits that the church is experiencing 
cultural turbulence as the era of Christendom comes to an end. He suggests to 
negotiate the transition, the church needs to understand what Christendom is, 
why it is ending, and how to move forward into a new era.637 Murray’s works are 
both discussed in some detail in section 2.3.2 Survey of Missional Texts on Post-
Christendom. For this section, it is important to note that Murray is glad to see 
the end of the Christendom era, which he sees as having distorting influences of 
power, wealth and status on the church.638 When looking at contextualization, 
Murray has six pages listing the vestiges of Christendom realties, practices, and 
mind-sets in Chapter 7: The Christendom Legacy. As noted above, these are 
both very broad statements such as ‘Leadership structures in many newer 
denominations mirror Christendom arrangements,’ mixed with very specific 
elements like ‘Special clothes continue to designate a clerical caste with special 
powers and privileges.’639 Murray asks a set of questions about how one looks at 
these vestiges, which sets an agenda for contextualization. Are they an 
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anachronistic issue or a matter of justice? Is there a biblical challenge to the 
practice? Does it offend? How does it affect mission? What would be gained or 
lost if the vestige was removed?640 Murray notes that the variety of Christendom 
vestiges are from different origins, of different consequence, and can be more or 
less easily dealt with.  
 Church After Christendom considers the shape and ethos of the church in 
the waning context of Christendom. Murray sees two phenomena at the end of 
Christendom which shape the mission practice and priorities for church after 
Christendom. These are the relationship between believing and belonging, and 
the reasons why people join and leave church.641  The connection between 
believing and belonging has been a matter of discussion in research and 
missional writings. Some “believe without belonging” and others “belong before 
believing” with yet other permutations of these elements. The cultural context 
contributes to this phenomenon, as the suspicion of institutions and empirical 
experience of belief point towards people being more likely to belong before 
believing. In post-Christendom, since knowledge of Christianity is less, people 
need more time to understand faith.642 Sociologist of religion Grace Davie has 
done extensive work in this area, and coined the phrase ‘believing without 
belonging.’643 Davie differentiates between the decline in church attendance and 
the decline in Christian belief. She notes that the disparity between markers of 
religious belief remaining higher while the statistics of declining church 
membership and practice severely declining make Britain a society where there 
is significant ‘believing without belonging.’644 Murray considers how these post-
Christendom contextual factors connect to models of church focused around 
either centred-set or bounded set inclusion and investigates why people join and 
leave churches.645 He considers if new forms of church are needed for the new 
contextual situation in the second half of Church After Christendom. His 
conclusion is that both inherited and emerging churches are needed: evolution 
and emergence.646  
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Like Michael Frost, Murray uses the biblical imagination of God’s people 
in exile as a framework for considering what aspects of church life were distorted 
or marginalized in Christendom that can be re-imagined in post-Christendom. 
The shift to move away from a Christendom mode of church includes moving 
from maintenance to missional thinking, from institution to movement, and from 
being placed in the centre of culture to the margins. To move from maintenance 
to mission is not simply programmatic but requires a paradigm shift to embed and 
sustain the church’s essential nature as missional. Networks, agencies and 
denominations also need to move from institutional thinking to missional 
imagination and identity. The church after Christendom will be one which 
acknowledges and welcomes the reality of working from the margins, embracing 
new opportunities to see God at work.647 The church after Christendom will need 
to be one which fosters deep, healthy community life.648 It will also be one which 
keeps worship at the heart of mission and community life. Murray points out that 
worship in a post-Christendom context can embrace diversity and unity in both 
gathered and dispersed contexts. It can be both centred and decentred with 
leadership and participation, as well as be in tune with culture and counter-
cultural. Learning lessons from the Christendom church, the church after 
Christendom can be creative in using historic resources as it seeks a balance of 
mission, community, and worship.649 Murray writes passionately about new 
opportunities for the church after Christendom. He notes there are more issues 
to consider as the church seeks ways forward which are sustainable and outward 
facing but he is hopeful about the church adjusting to life on the margins.  
 Other missional authors write about the effect of Christendom on the 
mission of the church. The Shaping of Things to Come by Michael Frost and Alan 
Hirsch is an important and often referenced text in the missional and emerging 
church literature.650 Frost and Hirsch’s work includes other significant themes in 
missional literature: participation in the missio Dei, the need for paradigm shifts 
in the church to address the changed cultural context referenced to 
postmodernity and post-Christendom, and an activist faith. Frost and Hirsch focus 
their critique in The Shaping of Things to Come on the Christendom-mode of 
church. They note that while the wider culture is “over” Christendom, the Western 
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church itself is still largely thinking in Christendom paradigms.651 Frost and Hirsch 
see three flaws in the Christendom church: it is attractional, dualistic and 
hierarchical. An attractional church is one which settles in a place and expects 
people will come to them to find God and fellowship. Being attractive is one thing, 
but the stance of a church thinking “if we can get our features right, people will 
come” takes away from the missional impulse to go out in witness.652 Dualistic for 
Frost and Hirsch is the separation of life into sacred and secular, thinking of the 
“world out there,” and the church “in here.” This leads to a the disconnect between 
interior faith and exterior practice, belief and life.653 Finally, the Christendom 
mode of church is hierarchical. It is reliant on an ‘overly religious, bureaucratic, 
top-down model of leadership’ which ignores the apostle Paul’s emphasis on the 
priesthood of all believers.654  
Hirsch and Frost strongly express their opinion of Christendom. 
‘Christendom is not the biblical mode of the church. It was/is merely one way in 
which the church has conceived of itself. In enshrining it as the sole form of the 
church, we have made it into an idol that has captivated our imaginations and 
enslaved us to a historical-cultural expression of the church.’655 Instead the 
authors propose a missional church which is incarnational, messianic, and 
apostolic.656 Section 3.2.4 below focuses on their view of an incarnational church. 
Frost and Hirsch see a messianic spirituality as one which is modelled on the life, 
actions and person of Jesus, and on a Hebraic spirituality. This includes a holistic 
spirituality and one which is intentionally active in lived out obedience.657 The 
church with an apostolic leadership embraces the fivefold gifting model from 
Ephesians 4 of apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor and teacher. It will have a 
more inclusive leadership community which emphasizes empowering people in 
creative expressions of church.658  
 A contextualized church is a key focus for missional and emerging church 
authors. It is at the heart of both movements as responses to the changing 
context of mission in the Western world. For some authors the shift towards 
postmodernity is important. Opinions diverge on whether the church should be 
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contextualized within postmodernity or for postmodernity – and how all-
encompassing this change might be. Different strands of the shifting culture come 
to the fore for different authors: epistemology, community, relationship patterns, 
use of media, leadership, and organization are but some of the topics considered. 
Like postmodern culture, missional authors suggest that a contextualized church 
will be seen in many forms. The impact of the changing context in postmodernity 
and post-Christendom carry significant implications: how people see institutions, 
truth, doubt, and power. The long history of Christendom is deeply rooted in the 
Western church from very simple things to entire paradigms of self-
understanding. The theme of contextualization sometimes comes from 
disappointment and frustration with the contemporary/institutional churches 
failure to recognize and adapt to the changing context, and for individuals who 
are changing with it. How contextualization works out in the church is a matter of 
great challenge, diversity and creativity, but the need for contextualization comes 
through strongly in missional literature.  
3.2.4 Being Incarnational in Mission 
  The theme of incarnation comes out in a variety of ways within the 
missional literature. Incarnation is framed as the method of mission, the message 
of mission and the example of mission. Sometimes “incarnational” is a foil against 
the Christendom mode of “attractional” church. An incarnational understanding of 
mission has gone hand in hand with new discussions on Christology in the 
missional church, as well as discussions on ecclesiology. In a time when many 
in the church are looking for new direction, there is also a new focus on the person 
of Jesus.  Sub-themes within the missional literature on the incarnational church 
include: 
Being incarnational in mission 
• the church embodies and represents God to others 
• the incarnation models mission 
• the incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus 
The incarnational model of a church sent to a time and place overlaps with a 
contextualized church. An incarnation leading to a church living out kingdom life 
overlaps with the theme of kingdom transformation. The incarnation and mission 
is a deeply theological theme, rooted in Christian faith throughout the history of 
the church. So while the theme of the incarnation is not new, there is a new focus 
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on it from those considering mission in the Western context. The incarnation also 
brings with it thinking on the shape of the gospel in contextualization and 
participation in God’s mission, overlapping with missio Dei. 
 A church which is incarnational is a major theme for missional church 
authors Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, including two of their co-authored 
publications The Shaping of Things to Come659 and ReJesus.660 As noted above 
in section 2.3.2, these authors critique the Christendom mode of church which is 
attractional, dualistic, and hierarchical. Their recommendation is a church which 
is incarnational, messianic, and apostolic.661 This section focuses on their view 
of an incarnational church. A missional church for Frost and Hirsch is one which 
is incarnational. Christology is vital to the authors and informs their vision of 
discipleship for the postmodern world. It is their starting point for the shape of 
mission and church. ‘For us the Incarnation is an absolutely fundamental 
doctrine, not just as an irreducible part of the Christian confession, but also as a 
theological prism through which we view our entire missional task in the world.’662 
There are numerous theological implications for Frost and Hirsch from the 
incarnation:  
• Identification: Here the medium is the message as Christ comes in human 
form, showing the depth of love and identification God has for humanity.  
• Locality: The “dwelling” of God in the incarnation took place among real 
people in a specific place and society in which Jesus was rooted.  
• The Beyond-in-the-midst: The eternal God was right in the midst of 
humans, not above humanity but meeting people personally.  
• The human image of God: To know who God is and what God is like 
people can look to the person of Jesus.663  
These theological implications have profound consequences for how mission is 
done in any context. The gospel can and must become a genuine part of the host 
culture, and the church must always fully enter into the context it is placed. Those 
entering a people group with the gospel need to identify with them as much as 
possible without compromising the gospel itself. Incarnational mission means a 
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real and abiding presence among a people group, with deep identification with 
that people. Incarnation presents a sending impulse in mission rather than an 
extracting impulse: being called into mission is to go to others, not seek to bring 
them out of their contexts. Finally, incarnational mission means people 
experience Jesus within their culture as embodied good news.664 Frost and 
Hirsch conclude that the incarnation ‘was the missional mode in which God 
himself engaged the world; it should be no less ours!’665 
 One of the dichotomies presented in missional literature is that of 
attractional verse incarnational.666 It is a theme that runs through Frost and 
Hirsch’s works. They see the traditional Christendom church as one which asks 
people to come and hear the gospel, to encounter God within the church 
community. Not only does that limit an understanding of God’s work in the world, 
but it limits access to the gospel where people either do not have a desire to 
attend or have access to church. Rather, the incarnational model is that of going 
to people.667 Frost and Hirsch envision the going principle using missiological 
concepts. They describe an incarnational church as one which uses centred sets 
rather than bounded sets. The bounded set which focuses on clear markings of 
who is in and who is out gives way to a centred set defined by its core values, 
drawing people further into the centre.668 The authors also embrace the 
homogeneous unit principle in their endeavour to reach particular subcultures 
with the gospel, even while they note that heterogeneity is the goal of a mature 
Christian community.669 In starting culturally specific groups, the cultural gap 
between a person and the gospel news can be overcome more readily. Frost and 
Hirsch write passionately about the need for mission to be incarnational. Their 
plea is for mission which makes connection with the host community so they see 
that Jesus has their best interests at heart. A community needs to see a real 
demonstration of the life of Jesus, marked by humility, mercy, and justice. 
Incarnational mission works towards indigenous leadership development and 
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inculturation such that people come to see Jesus is ‘naturalized’ among the 
community.670 Mission is always done from within a community, embodying the 
good news.  
 Frost and Hirsch approach Christology for the missional church in a slightly 
different way in ReJesus. They propose a ‘rediscovery of Christology that 
includes a preoccupation with the example and teaching of Jesus for the 
purposes of emulation by his followers.’671 They continue their emphasis on 
Christology as the determining factor for missiology, which in turn determines 
ecclesiology, but focus significantly on their portrait of Jesus as a radical 
messiah.672 In language given to hyperbole, Frost and Hirsch emphasize the 
importance of ‘recovering Jesus in thought, imagination, action of the church. 
Radicalizing the church by recovering the ethos, teachings, lifestyle of the 
Founder.’673 In a chapter describing pictures of Jesus, literal and figurative, the 
authors note how our understanding of Jesus can be shaped by our own 
psychospiritual needs.674 They caricaturize images of Jesus from classic pictures 
of Jesus including ‘Bearded lady Jesus’ who is blond and slightly feminized, 
‘Spooky Jesus’ who is ethereal and otherworldly, ‘Ordinary Galilean Jesus’ who 
is a simple religious teacher, and ‘Revolutionary Jesus’ who is a subversive 
radical.675 They note that images of Jesus do capture something of Jesus, as well 
as the spirit of the age in which they were made, but that to limit Jesus to but one 
image is to limit who the Messiah is. Throughout ReJesus, Frost and Hirsch have 
their own descriptors for Jesus. Many are of these are included in this one 
sentence: ‘we need to go back to the daring, radical, strange, wonderful, 
inexplicable, unstoppable, marvellous, unsettling, disturbing, caring, powerful 
God-Man.’676 The authors encourage their readers to encounter Jesus afresh. 
They want their readers to engage with the Bible not only in intellectual ways but 
in ways of the heart, of obedience and action.677 While a fresh encounter with 
Jesus is something most missional authors would encourage, not all have the 
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same perspective on the image of Jesus as presented by Frost and Hirsch. 
Missional author Andrew Perriman critiques ReJesus for presenting Jesus 
without his historical and narrative context, and for being subject to the same 
interpretive bias they critique. He says, ‘But I did not hear Frost and Hirsch 
consider the possibility that their ‘loving, wildly passionate, dangerous, radically 
merciful, and always surprising’ Jesus is largely a projection of the 
‘psychospiritual needs’ of a couple of passionate, radical, postmodern (in some 
respects) missiologists.’678   
Despite some mild critique of ReJesus, the theme of incarnation and 
looking to Jesus’ life in a new, radical way is one championed by other missional 
authors.679 In a model similar to Frost and Hirsch, a new consideration of Jesus 
is found in George Barna’s Revolution.680 Barna makes the case that there is a 
“new breed” of disciple of Jesus Christ, whom he calls Revolutionaries. 
Descriptive phrases for Barna’s Revolutionaries include those who are ‘not willing 
to play religious games,’ ‘doing whatever it takes,’ ‘repudiating tepid systems and 
practices of the Christian faith and introducing a wholesale shift in how faith is 
understood, integrated, and influencing the world.’681 Barna outlines seven 
spiritual passions that fuel Revolutionaries. One of the seven is that Jesus Christ 
is the focal point for faith. As Revolutionaries who are seeking to be imitators of 
Christ, Barna lists several pages of Jesus’ priorities, character and demeanour 
which set the example for all to follow.682 Theologian Ray Anderson writes An 
Emergent Theology for the Emerging Church.683 He suggests themes for an 
emergent theology based on an exposition of the church that emerged out of 
Antioch from the Jerusalem church. One of the themes he considers is the need 
for an emerging church to not only have a creedal Christology, but the 
contemporary presence of the historical Jesus.684 Anderson discusses the 
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presence of Christ through the Spirit given at Pentecost – the empowering 
presence to the disciples as they witness to him in the world. It is the Spirit which 
reveals the inner being of God to the church, and it is this living relationship which 
is needed. ‘The eschatological reality of the risen Christ as the Parousia 
(emergent one), empowering each contemporary event of faith and ministry, 
often tends to be replaced by historical theology on the one hand and pragmatic 
principles for institutional life and growth on the other.’685 Anderson sees a desire 
in contemporary culture for a deeper ecclesiology and spirituality, a connection 
with truth and experience. He suggests that a relationship with the incarnate 
Christ fulfils those needs.686 
‘Identifying with the life of Jesus’ is one of the 3 core themes in the ground-
breaking research by Gibbs and Bolger in Emerging Churches.687 As discussed 
above in section 1.4, Gibbs and Bolger’s research is a key piece of writing on the 
emerging church. From case studies and interviews, the research aims to identify 
key practices in the emerging church to explain the concerns which motivate 
those who are re-envisioning mission in the Western cultural  context.688 They 
identify nine key practices, three of which they identify as core practices. One of 
the three core practices is identifying with the life of Jesus, alongside transforming 
secular space and living highly communal lives.689 From these three core 
practices, six other practices flow: welcoming the stranger, serving with 
generosity, participating as producers, creating as created beings, leading as a 
body, and merging ancient and contemporary spiritual activities.690 They note that 
emerging church leaders point to Jesus as the one who focused on the work of 
the kingdom. In their research, Gibbs and Bolger find that emerging churches 
focus on the life of Jesus, seeking a fresh view of the gospel.691 For emerging 
church leaders, Jesus serves as a model through the way of life he lived with his 
followers, practicing service, forgiveness, and hospitality.692 In Jesus, they see 
an invitation to participate with God’s redemptive activity in the missio Dei. Jesus 
announces the good news of the kingdom, a significant theme in the emerging 
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church.693 ‘However difficult and complex, there is no better model for missionary 
activity than the way of Jesus, and it is the life of Jesus, the gospel, and the 
kingdom that emerging churches received their blueprint for mission.’694 Gibbs 
and Bolger state well the renewed focus on Jesus well when they say,  
In summary, when a crisis of confidence hit the church, emerging churches 
retrieved the life of Jesus as a reference point. In Jesus, they discovered 
a long-forgotten gospel, the idea that we have an invitation to participate 
with God in the redemption of the world….Jesus announced the kingdom 
of God, and this is the message emerging churches seek to proclaim in 
the newly formed missional communities.695 
 
Alongside missio Dei, incarnation is a significant theological theme in its 
own right. Incarnation as considered in the context of contemporary mission to 
Western culture is explored in a deeper theological way in several missional texts. 
Mission-shaped Church is a seminal publication coming from the Church of 
England’s Mission and Public Affairs Council.696 Mission-shaped Church looks 
concisely at the current cultural context in England, both the history and current 
array of “fresh expressions of church” emerging as a response to the changing 
setting before moving on to offer a theological framework for the Church of 
England in mission. The report lays out brief theological principles on which fresh 
expression churches may rest in Chapter 5. The work of Christ in the incarnation, 
cross, and resurrection are principles included in the chapter. The incarnation 
demonstrates God entering into a specific cultural identity in order to bring the 
revelation of God to all cultures. While identification is critical, Jesus was also 
prophetically critical of his own culture. The incarnational church ‘is called to 
loving identification with those to whom it is sent, and to exemplify the way of life 
to which those who repent turn.’697 Thus the incarnation provides a model of 
exchange, where Christ came to another culture and gave up his glory in order 
to save. ‘The church is most true to itself when it gives itself up, in current cultural 
form, to be re-formed among those who do not know God’s Son.’698 
 The chapter on theology, including the incarnation, is brief in Mission 
Shaped Church, but a more focused and sustained theology of the incarnation 
for mission is found in missional theologian Darrell Guder’s The Incarnation and 
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the Church’s Witness.699 Although it is a small book, it is thorough, systematic, 
and entirely focused on understanding mission incarnationally. Guder sees the 
self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ as the defining event for the message and 
mission of the church.700 Throughout his book, Guder lays out in more detail the 
theological grounding behind many of the applications of the incarnation to 
mission used in other texts. The incarnation of Jesus summarizes the “what” of 
the gospel and at the same time defines the “how” of gospel witness. Guder says, 
‘The way in which God acts is itself an essential dimension of God’s mission.’701 
So the term incarnational helps to express the congruence between God’s 
message and its communication – the what and the how. Guder notes this is not 
to be put down to a system, as there remains mystery in God’s actions to save. 
Incarnational mission keeps two things together: the salvation found in Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection, and his sending of his people in mission witness to all 
the world.702 The church is called to witness to the reality of the incarnation of 
Jesus, in ways which are shaped by his coming to earth: ‘Jesus Christ as the 
messenger, the message, and the model for all who follow after him.’703 This is 
what Guder sees defining incarnational mission, but he also takes pains to say 
what incarnational mission is not. The term ‘incarnational’ should not be used in 
a reductionistic manner, whether to separate the moral lifestyle and teachings of 
Jesus from the atoning actions in his death, or to divide Creation Theology of 
taking care of the earth from Cross Theology which addresses sin.704 All of these 
threads must be held together for a full understanding of incarnational witness.  
The incarnation also speaks of God’s actions in calling forth a community, 
as he began with Abraham, who will be an embodied witness.705 This challenges 
the institutional forms of Christendom, as institutional maintenance is not the 
priority. Incarnational witness through a community also challenges the 
individualism of Western culture.706 ‘Jesus Christ’s discipleship defines every 
dimension of the Christian’s life: incarnational witness is comprehensive.’707 
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Guder makes the point that the biblical message of Lordship of Jesus is 
completely holistic. It is individual and corporate, includes doctrine and ethics and 
all constituencies of the world.708 The author sees some largely neglected issues 
which the comprehensive nature of the incarnation addresses: the gospel healing 
every area of human brokenness (mind, body, spirit); Jesus’ rejection of all forms 
of violence; Jesus’ inversion of all human structures of power and authority.709 
For Guder, incarnational witness also addresses the heart. As God’s love sent 
Christ, so God’s love incarnates in the Christian community – the visible 
demonstration of his love.710 There is an inclusive nature to the incarnational 
witness, where Word became flesh, so that flesh might encounter and respond 
to God’s love in every culture.711 Finally, Guder discusses the place of the Spirit 
as the power of continuing discipleship and witness in the world. God is faithful 
to continue in the church the ongoing conversion process through the work of the 
Spirit forming us into the image of Christ for his service.712 Guder’s book gives a 
strong theological grounding for the theme of the incarnation and mission. 
 A more applied vision of incarnational mission is found in numerous 
missional texts.713 The principle of incarnation is the starting point for Hugh Halter 
and Matt Smay in The Tangible Kingdom: Creating Incarnational Community.714 
They discuss the challenges of a changing culture, challenges of a Christendom 
heritage, challenges of a reductionistic gospel, and practices of missional living. 
Halter and Smay discuss how all mission starts somewhere – for them, it starts 
with the incarnation. In discussing mission and the incarnation, they say, 
‘…missional sentness is focused on leaving and everything related to going, but 
incarnational represents how we go and what we do as we go’.715 They see a 
primary activity of the faith community ‘is to actively go into the culture to embody 
and enflesh the good news into every nook and cranny of this world.’716 Missional 
people are those who ‘live out’ incarnationally – who seek to make a habit of 
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leaving their comfort zones to go out to others, living among people, listening to 
the life and stories of others, and loving with no strings attached.717  
Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk write about the incarnation and 
leadership principles in The Missional Leader.718 The incarnation gives shape 
and direction for leaders today, as it did for leaders in the early church. The 
revelation of God in Jesus Christ formed the early church in an understanding of 
mission as participation with God in the full scope of the world in which they lived. 
Roxburgh and Romanuk encourage leaders to follow the example of the 
incarnation with a holistic vision for God’s activity in the world.719 Like Jesus, 
leaders should focus on the formation of a people of God who demonstrate the 
kingdom in relational ways.720 Roxburgh also writes about missional engagement 
from an applied incarnational perspective in Missional: Joining God in the 
Neighborhood.721 Roxburgh focuses on Luke 10:1-12, the sending of the seventy, 
to foster a missional imagination. He points out God’s faithfulness, the Spirit’s 
work of breaking boundaries of  conceptions of where God is at work, the need 
to leave the baggage of methods, models, and control behind, and seeing the 
ordinary people of God as those who are called and sent.722 Roxburgh finds in 
Luke’s writings a call to find out what God is doing by going into the 
neighbourhood, by following where the Spirit is breaking down old boundaries, 
by sitting, eating, drinking and listening with people where we live. Roxburgh does 
not use the term incarnational much in Missional: Joining God in the 
Neighborhood but the spirit of his writings is filled with incarnational theology 
applied to mission. 
 The incarnation and its implications for mission in contemporary Western 
culture are themes which fill missional texts. The incarnation informs the ways in 
which mission is done – seeking to have embodied presence in communities. 
Going to the other and being sent are aspects of the incarnation seen as critical 
for mission today. It is a basis for contextualization and identification with one’s 
culture. The very message of the gospel is found in the incarnation and person 
of Jesus Christ. For those in the missional movement, a refreshed examination 
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of Jesus has been foundational for mission in the current context. Consideration 
of the life of Jesus as a model for ministry today is found throughout missional 
writings.  
3.2.5 Seeking Kingdom Transformation in Society 
 A significant area of concern with the emerging and missional church 
movements is the expression of a faith which transforms culture. The theme of 
kingdom transformation includes the sub-themes of: 
Seeking kingdom transformation in society 
• transforming every area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular 
divide) 
• eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of God here and now 
• church as having an activist faith which is serving society 
When the kingdom is considered in missional texts, it is often around a lived out 
faith which sees God’s reign here and now, thus transforming culture.  This 
theme covers a diversity of expressions. The kingdom aspect of transforming 
culture is sometimes discussed in eschatological motivation, of the kingdom 
here and now, as well as redeeming all thing. Of concern connected to the 
theme of kingdom transformation is a holistic faith which overlaps with the 
theme of missio Dei. For some missional authors, political involvement is a 
necessary activity for the church, while for others the emphasis is on grass-
roots small acts of kindness. Transformation of culture overlaps with the theme 
of community, as often there is discussion of the church deeply involved with 
change in the locality and as a lived, example community. This theme also 
sometimes comes from a position of protest at a Christianity which has been too 
spiritualized and separate from the challenges of real life. Missional and 
emerging authors are concerned with a faith which is active and embodied, 
rooted in an understanding of the kingdom of God which therefore transforms 
culture.  
 Brian McLaren’s book Everything Must Change typifies the emerging 
activist faith.723 The book maps McLaren’s journey with reference to two 
questions: what are the biggest problems in the world and what does Jesus have 
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to say about these global questions?724 McLaren starts with the fundamental 
message of Jesus being news of the kingdom of God – how God’s will could be 
done on earth, in history. And if indeed this was true, McLaren says ‘Everything 
must change.’725 Set against McLaren’s travels, speaking and thinking around 
the “unhealthy framing stories” of colonialism and the failures of a Christendom 
church, he considers if Jesus message was an attempt to challenge and replace 
the unhealthy framing stories of his own day. Here he asks the two big questions 
– what are the biggest problems in the world today, and what do the life and 
teaching of Jesus have to say to these global problems?726 He identifies three 
interlocking systems that form a ‘suicide machine’ which is driven by a framing 
story of destruction and global crisis.727 His three systems of dysfunction are: the 
prosperity system – which feeds products and services for people to consume to 
be happy; the security system – all the public and private systems to keep people 
secure and guard prosperity; the equity system – seeks to fairly distribute the cost 
of security and expand prosperity in equitable ways.728 These global issues are 
not only a crisis for the wider world, but they are a crisis for the church. McLaren 
gives the narrative of his own dissatisfaction and of the suggested millions of 
young adults who have left their churches in recent decades because the 
traditional forms of Christian faith have ‘specialized in people’s destination in the 
afterlife but has failed to address significant social injustices in this life.’729  
 McLaren offers an understanding of Jesus and his framing message of the 
kingdom of God as an alternative to the current destructive practices and 
perspectives, or as McLaren says, ‘an alternative to empire.’730 He notes that 
many read the Bible as a way to explain how to go to heaven or legitimize religion 
or explain universal truths. His alternative hypothesis: ‘That the Bible instead is 
the story of the partnership between God and humanity to save and transform all 
of human society and avert global self-destruction.’731 McLaren considers the life 
of Jesus against this hypothesis – his interaction with political, business and 
religious leaders, his rebuke to hypocrites, his prophetic words and parables 
about ethical living which all highlight Jesus’ message of the kingdom of God. 
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Here Jesus proclaims a radical new kind of empire. Jesus is King, but of a 
different kingdom, which is not of this world.732 McLaren’s alternative vision to the 
suicide machine is a ‘sacred ecosystem of God,’ which when planted would grow 
to be ‘a transforming framing story’733 To specifically address the security system, 
McLaren proposes following Jesus by forming communities of peace, generosity 
and caring, to maintain hope over despair and to desire justice. A life of peace is 
one filled with the life of the kingdom of God, dedicated to peace-making and 
building reconciled communities.734 Transforming the prosperity system, 
followers of Jesus must turn away from the belief that consuming more solves all 
problems, and live a life of good deeds for the common good, characterized by 
gratitude and generosity.735 People who live in the promises of Jesus live in hope 
of God’s promised future, and can reject the false fear of inequity. Jesus’ invitation 
to his disciples then, and to his followers now, is to live out his kingdom ways 
now, leading to action on four levels: Personal action in inner and outer practices; 
community action where faith groups practice spiritual formation and faith based 
community action; public action including education, art, rallies, and political 
involvement;  global action, where faith acting across the world can change the 
global crisis.736 McLaren’s activist faith builds on an understanding of Jesus’ 
message of the kingdom of God transforming society at every level. 
 Emerging churches are ones which value transforming secular space, 
according to research by Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger in Emerging Churches.737 
As discussed above in section 1.4, Gibbs and Bolger’s research aims to identify 
key practices in the emerging church to explain the concerns which motivate 
those who are re-envisioning mission in the Western cultural  context.738 One of 
the three core practices is transforming secular space, alongside identifying with 
the life of Jesus and living highly communal lives.739 Gibbs and Bolger see the 
emphasis on transforming secular space in part coming from the vacuum created 
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by secularization and the desire for integration which ends modernity’s 
sacred/secular divide. Rather than secularization, emerging communities are 
focused on sacralisation – the process of making all life sacred. The destruction 
of the sacred/secular divide brings an emphasis on a holistic approach to life. In 
overcoming the dualisms of modernity, the desire is to remove secular space.740 
This includes embracing a nonlinear way of worship, hearing many different 
people’s stories and input, and engaging with an image-based culture.741 Another 
aspect of overcoming the sacred/secular divide is embracing a whole life 
spirituality which holds God as both transcendent (God beyond human 
experience and understanding) and immanent (God actively participates in 
creation).742 In seeking to integrate life, emerging believers seek to overcome the 
division between faith and culture. Gibbs and Bolger say, ‘Ending the 
fragmentation and offering integrity to the lifelong Christian is only part of a 
deeper issue at work here. We are commanded by Christ as his followers to live 
incarnationally, to overcome boundaries, to express the God-life, and to 
recognize where God is at work in every realm.’743 Seeking a holistic faith 
includes bringing  embodied expressions back to worship, and understanding 
evangelism as a way of life, not a one-time event.744 These processes are all a 
part of transforming secular space, so that there is no longer a divide between 
what is sacred and what is secular.  
 Missiologist Scot McKnight writes about the kingdom of God, 
transformation and the church in both The Jesus Creed745 and Kingdom 
Conspiracy.746 McKnight is passionate about kingdom theology and its lived 
dimension transforming life. To understand McKnight’s vision of what this looks 
like, we will look first at his concepts in The Jesus Creed, and then consider 
further working out of this theme in Kingdom Conspiracy. McKnight’s concepts of 
the kingdom begin with the building block of Jesus’ teaching on what a spiritually 
formed person looks like. McKnight traces the foundational importance of the 
Jewish Shema from Deuteronomy 6:4-9, which begins with ‘Hear, O Israel: The 
Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
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with all your soul and with all your strength.’ Jesus adds this: ‘Love your neighbour 
as yourself.’ This formulation is what McKnight calls the “Jesus Creed.”747 This 
Jesus Creed expands the focus from a Love-God Shema, to a Love-God-and-
Others Shema. ‘Making the love of others part of his own version of the Shema 
shows that he sees love of others as central to spiritual formation.’748 McKnight 
also discusses the Lord’s Prayer as a framework to understand God’s priorities, 
and to align one’s priorities with God’s desires. In the Lord’s prayer, McKnight 
sees that we learn to love God as Father, and to love others as God loves, thus 
it is intimately connected to Jesus’ instruction in the amended Shema.749 Finally, 
McKnight discusses how loving God is done by following Jesus. To love God is 
to have a personal relationship with the Messiah Jesus, and to follow him. 
McKnight’s summary statement of Jesus’ instructions are ‘Love God and love 
others, and love God by following me.’750  
The goal of Jesus’ vision is to see the kingdom of God, which McKnight 
understands as the society of people who love God and love others by following 
Jesus, which transforms life.751 Jesus did not just come for individuals to follow 
God, but for his followers to be a society that is transforming life in the now. It is 
a society of ordinary people, doing ordinary acts of love which changes those 
around them. It is a society of people who love justice, who work to restore 
people, and who experience joy and fellowship.752 McKnight describes in 
historical and contemporary examples how these practices by the society of 
Jesus can and do transform society into the eschatological coming of God’s 
kingdom. Communities are transformed as individuals and groups of believers 
show God’s love on the ground where they are rooted. The kingdom of God then 
comes in the here and now, as it will eventually be in heaven. A similar argument 
is made by John Hull in “Mission-shaped and kingdom focused?” in Mission 
Shaped Questions.753 Hull makes the case that the focus should be on the 
kingdom of God – that heavenly and earthly reality in which the purposes of God 
are realized, rather than the focus on the interests and concerns of the Church. 
Hull states, ‘Christian faith is best understood in its messianic aspect as an agent 
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of the now and future kingdom, and church as an agent of the Christian faith for 
the same ultimate purpose. In this sequence, only the kingdom of God, which is 
the object of the mission of God, is self-authenticating; both Christian faith and 
church are instrumental to kingdom.’754 In a Church focused mission, Hull 
describes how the church is the place where heaven reaches earth, the vertical 
axis, which motivates outreach and mission. In a kingdom focused mission, the 
vertical is collapsed into the horizontal outreach to love others in the same way 
as one loves God. In loving God one will love their neighbour. To know God is to 
defend the oppressed and seek justice. In forgiving the other, we worship God. 
In all of this, Hull says the kingdom is declared.755  
 McKnight considers kingdom theology again in Kingdom Conspiracy. In 
this book he more explicitly reflects on different perspectives of the kingdom of 
God in the contemporary church dubbed “Skinny Jeans” and “Pleated Pants.” 
Skinny Jeans kingdom people are characterized by those who think ‘Kingdom 
means good deeds done by good people (Christian or not) in the public sector for 
the common good.’756 Those who take this approach often work for social justice, 
concern for the poor, and work for the oppressed. For some, the moral vision of 
Jesus can become a socio-political platform, and Christ can become a symbol of 
a way of life. Kingdom work is removed from the church. A Pleated Pants version 
of kingdom is focused on answering: When does the kingdom arrive? Where is 
the kingdom? And McKnight puts forward that the Pleated Pants answers can be 
summed up: the kingdom is both now and future, and the kingdom is both a rule 
and a realm but largely the rule of God.757 McKnight agrees with the kingdom 
already present and yet to come, but argues that Pleated Pants scholars make 
the kingdom so theoretical it does not answer the “what it looks like in reality or 
in the church life” question. For the Pleated Pants group, the location of the 
kingdom crowd ‘is nowhere and everywhere at the same time.’758 Instead, it is 
wherever “redemption is occurring” and “God’s reign breaks in to save, restore or 
heal” – but these terms can remain so abstract that they explain nothing.  
After setting the scene with these two visions, McKnight makes a fairly 
complex, sustained exegetical argument that the kingdom is a complex of king, 
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rule, people, land and law, but that kingdom in scripture is primarily about a 
people. Both kingdom and church are eschatological: both present and future.759 
He sees that while they are not exactly the same, church and kingdom are not as 
separate as many church leaders are suggesting. He argues that the church is 
the people where the kingdom is realized now – both are the people of God 
governed by Jesus as king. ‘The kingdom is the people who are redeemed and 
ruled by King Jesus in such a way that they live as a fellowship under King Jesus. 
That is, there is a king (Jesus), a rule (by Jesus as Lord), a people (the church), 
a land (wherever Jesus’ kingdom people are present), and a law (following Jesus 
through the power of the Spirit).’760 The emphasis on linking the kingdom to the 
people of God can also be seen in an essay by Bishop Graham Cray entitled 
“Communities of the Kingdom.”761 Cray outlines the more traditional view that 
church and kingdom are similar but not the same, and an inclination towards 
kingdom as God’s rule. However, he also notes that the kingdom of God and the 
people of God are linked in the kingdom being the fulfilment of Israel, which was 
to be the means through which the world is saved.762 Cray sees that when the 
church is understood as a ‘foretaste’ of the kingdom helps it define the missionary 
task of the church. The church is to be a ‘imperfect pilot plant’ of God’s future, 
local anticipations of the future kingdom of God.763  
So too for McKnight, kingdom mission is church mission and vice versa.764 
McKnight goes on to describe what kingdom mission looks like in nine 
observations. Some of these are summarized above, but along the theme of 
kingdom transformation, McKnight holds that the church is the embodiment of the 
kingdom vision Jesus lays out, and tells in its life the story of the good news of 
Jesus as King. Every local church ‘mediates the presence of God to people of 
God as a gift to the local community.’765 This people of God will themselves be 
transformed in following Jesus, and be a witness to and against the world’s 
systems where they clash with the kingdom ways. Kingdom mission for God’s 
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people includes being compelled by love to do good deeds in the public sector. 
Kingdom mission also means that social justice and activism are important paths 
for Christians to express love to those in need.766 McKnight’s vision of kingdom 
transformation seeks to bring a church-centred outworking of God’s love through 
people who are themselves transformed by living with Jesus as King.  
 Eschatology features significantly in missional literature, which overlaps 
with an activist faith and is also tied to kingdom transformation. Kevin Corcoran 
summarizes, ‘Emerging folk are, it seems, an eschatological lot, people who seek 
to make God’s future a present reality, as best they can.’767 Corcoran sketches a 
model of the kingdom as come and still coming, here but not fully actualized. 
While emerging Christians see the critical issues in today’s society, they believe 
an alternative reality is possible.768 It is this alternative reality which is heaven 
that Corcoran suggests emerging Christians are not only excited about – but that 
Jesus spoke of, and that is here and now while not fully actualized.  He then 
outlines an alternative eschatology held by some emerging individuals including 
John Caputo and Peter Rollins based on the work of Jacques Derrida. This view 
sees the kingdom of God as never fully present, but a reality yet to come, a hope 
eternally deferred, because words and worldly structures are limited, finite and 
thus inhospitable for the Wholly Other.769 At best there are “traces” of the event 
that is God which call us into a transformed way of being in the world. But 
Corcoran rejects this model of a largely deferred kingdom as discarnational, 
seeing instead that God incarnates himself in the particular and contingent, most 
especially in Jesus.770  
 Other authors echo the idea that eschatology and kingdom theology is 
important. James Bielo’s research on Emerging Evangelicals in America 
concludes that kingdom theology is central to the outworking of an emerging 
faith.771 Bielo notes how different kingdom theologies lead to perspectives and 
models of time and subjectivity, as well as thought and action about the presence 
or absence of hope.772 Those advocating a kingdom “now and not yet” 
perspective understand that the kingdom reality was introduced with the life, 
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death and resurrection of Jesus and the coming of the Spirit, but will not be fully 
realized until the Second Coming. The perspective on time is not one which is 
entirely for the future, but one which looks for the future of God’s kingdom to 
break into the present. This hope-filled orientation is shared by other emergent 
authors like Tony Jones, who notes this as a trait of emergent Christians.773 Bielo 
says this creates a space for limited human agency, where believers seek to 
reveal or model the kingdom here and now, while knowing it will never be full or 
perfect.774 This is one understanding of the relationship between eschatology and 
kingdom transformation. Another minority understanding among emerging 
evangelicals in Bielo’s research is that of Preterism, or a kingdom now/fulfilled 
eschatology. Preterism is based on the understanding that the second coming of 
Jesus is not a future event, but happened with the destruction of the Jewish 
temple in Jerusalem in 70 C.E. The kingdom of God referred to in scripture is not 
separate from the earth, and is fully here and now.775 As a consequence, those 
who hold this position are fully engaged in making the kingdom known to all, 
partnering with God in a kingdom which is fully realizable. Bielo states that 
kingdom theology and eschatology have far reaching consequences. ‘As modes 
of temporality, kingdom theologies inform Evangelical subjectivity, conceptions of 
human agency, and the potential for social engagement.’776  Bielo then relates 
different kingdom theologies to tensions of a utopia/dystopia. ‘Whether it is 
present, visible, deferred, or awaiting, the kingdom signifies perfection.’777 One’s 
vision of the kingdom leads to more or less active involvement in seeking to 
transform the world, and more or less optimistic perceptions of the world.  
 Graham Tomlin discusses transformation and the church in an essay 
entitled “Can we develop churches that can transform the culture?”778 He 
addresses the question: are fresh expressions of church so contextualized they 
lose their ability to transform culture? But first, he addresses the prior question – 
should churches be trying to transform the culture? Tomlin references Richard 
Niebuhr’s seminal book Christ and Culture, which advocated a position of “Christ 
transforming culture,” and the critiques of this position by subsequent ethicists 
like John Howard Yoder and Stanley Haurerwas. He notes that for Haurerwas 
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and Yoder, the church is not here to transform culture but to build the church. The 
church bears witness to the kingdom but lies outside the structures of human 
society.779 Tomlin concludes that the church is called to bear witness to Jesus, 
and that the church does have a future orientation as a sign to the new heaven 
and earth. ‘Church is intended to be a place in which we can catch an echo, a 
glimpse of the kingdom of God, in which God really gets his way.’780 But this then 
begs the question as to what it looks like – what are the practices and values that 
express a culture of the kingdom? The main characteristics, Tomlin says, are 
moral – a new way of living, relating and behaving. This is a culture that reflects 
the nature and character of God seen in Jesus Christ, informing the church how 
it goes about transforming of culture. 781 Tomlin notes examples in history of 
individuals who had great impact on society like William Wilberforce, Hannah 
More, Henry Venn and others who fought slavery. It is through the lives of 
Christians shaped by their faith, living their daily lives in shops, schools, 
businesses, and neighbourhoods that society is influenced. And it is up to the 
church to be the kind of place where “people of virtue” are shaped. Through 
identifying kingdom virtues, introducing disciplines, encouraging expectations of 
godly behaviour, and teaching the actual practices of kingdom virtues that a 
culture of the kingdom transforms the surrounding culture.782  
 Kingdom transformation is a theme which includes the missional church 
as a force for change in society. This comes from varying perspectives on the 
kingdom of God – how and when this is realized and how Christians live out the 
kingdom of God here and now. Those who see God’s purposes as including a 
redemption of all of life have a very broad brief to participate with God in the 
world. No area of life is to be untouched by God’s activity, overcoming the sacred-
secular divide. Eschatology is a guiding force in missional understandings of 
transforming culture. An understanding of God’s kingdom breaking in here and 
now gives rise to action. This action might be local, small in scale or national and 
political. Emerging and missional authors encourage an activist faith which is 
lived out in communities and in embodied ways which sees individuals, 
communities, nations and systems changed.   
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3.2.6 Summary of Themes in Literature 
 The five themes considered above are key topics discussed across 
missional and emerging church texts. These themes are primarily theological in 
orientation and may be driving the theological imaginary of missioners doing 
new church work. These themes will form the base-line for comparison against 
themes arising from the interview data with practitioners in the following 
chapters. Discussions around being a community, participating in the missio 
Dei, being a contextualized church, being incarnational, and seeking kingdom 
transformation permeate missional texts. The purpose of this research is to 
identify what inspires missioners in their new church works, and seek to 
correlate the themes in the literature in the missional and emerging church 
movements with that of the theological imaginaries of church planting 
practitioners. Have the themes identified been influential in practice? Are they 
the themes nurturing the theological imaginaries of those seeking to work in the 
context of contemporary British society? Chapter 4 will consider the themes 






CHAPTER 4: THEOLOGICAL IMAGINARY IN PARTICIPANTS 
 
4.1 Introduction and Research Questions 
 
Missional and emerging church literature discusses a variety of theological 
themes, aimed at encouraging the theological imaginary of those in church work. 
The literature is particularly set out to inspire and resource those in the 
postmodern and post-Christendom context to consider new ways of thinking 
about and practicing church life. Texts can come from a theoretical or idealist 
perspective. But what is the shape of the theological imaginary of those who are 
on the ground, in mission today in the UK? Is the theological content of the 
literature influential to practitioners, present in the imaginary of those involved in 
new church work? What is the relationship of those books that might be lining 
church planters’ shelves to the theological ideas which guide their daily ministry 
and motivate their image of church? To address these questions, the researcher 
interviewed church planters to gather their reflections around the theological 
ideas that inspire and motivate them. Participants reflected on their theological 
perspectives on church planting and what has contributed to the formation of their 
perspectives. These interviews give insight into the theological imaginary of 
contemporary church planting. It gives voice to this part of the church in mission. 
The focus of the research is to explore church planters’ theological 
imaginary, a concept taken from Charles Taylor’s social imaginary. The 
“theological imaginary” is, to rephrase Taylor’s words above in section 1.2.3, 
about “how church planters imagine their ecclesial existence, the expectations of 
church and church planting which are met, and the deeper theological notions 
and images which underlie these expectations.”783 The research questions focus 
on ideas which may be guiding mission and understandings of church. This 
research seeks to understand the lived experiences of missioners through 
interviews seeking the theological imaginary. Chapter 3 outlined five primary 
themes found in the literature: the importance of being a community, participating 
in the missio Dei, the need for contextualization in mission, being incarnational in 
mission, and seeking kingdom transformation in society. This chapter will 
examine data from 18 interviews to uncover the theological imaginary at work in 
the 21 participants, and how this relates to the primary themes found in the 
                                                
783 Adapted from text in Taylor, C. Taylor. Page 171. 
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literature above. Consideration will be given in Chapter 5 to how the interview 
results relate to the literature, and the shape of the theological imaginary outlined 
in the data compared to that outlined in the literature. The interview data was 
examined for themes using thematic analysis (TA) as a method, as presented by 
Braun and Clarke.784 TA provides an excellent method for the purposes of this 
research, which is focused on drawing out themes both in a body of texts and in 
interview data.785 As a data driven, descriptive method, it functions well to 
discover the theological themes in the imaginary of participants in new church 
work, allowing for comparison to the themes in the literature. This section 
overviews the empirical research process. It will outline the participant sample 
selection, recruiting and interviewing process, and finally detail the method of 
data analysis. The rest of Chapter 4 will focus on the theological themes from 




Requests for church planting contacts were made from various 
professional contacts in different church settings. As this research is specifically 
focused, the sample is also specifically focused or purposive.786 The initial list of 
referred potential participants was reviewed to select those who reflect the most 
diversity as can be determined from the information to hand in: setting (socio-
economic, and rural or urban, different parts of the country), gender, church 
stream, and ministry type (house church/simple church/special interest 
groups/programme based church). Risks for this process include sample 
selection from known colleges, friends or those whom I know share a certain 
perspective on church planting and theology. To avoid this risk, I did not take 
referrals from colleagues or close friends, and the sample selection did not 
include any colleagues or friends with whom the researcher has a personal or 
professional relationship. A broad selection of church tradition was sought.  
 This research is investigating the theological imagination specifically of 
church planters or missioners– those who are involved in starting new churches, 
                                                
784 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, Successful Qualitative Research : A Practical Guide for 
Beginners (London: SAGE, 2013). See also Punch. Page 187. 
785 Braun and Clarke. Page 174. 
786 Ibid. Page 56. 
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which may represent a wide variety of ecclesiological models. They represent a 
wide variety of styles of ministry: Cafe churches, more traditional programme 
based churches, churches for a particular geography and those for a network, 
churches which are run from a community centre and those who meet in homes. 
In Table 1 below, a description of the type of church plant is given, either in their 
terms if given in the interview, or a descriptor from the researcher. Also given is 
a categorization from the Church Army’s Research Unit, Church Growth 
Research Project, The Day of Small Things which is a large study of over 1,100 
fresh expressions of church in 20 dioceses.787 That research team used a 
categorization of kinds of fresh expressions of church taken from Mission-shaped 
Church, which is also reflected in Table 1. Both categories of types of ministry 
below are given simply as an indication of the variety of new church work in this 
research.788 The objective of the research is to seek the theological imaginary of 
church planters, but not expressly those who are involved in self-described 
“emerging churches” or “fresh expressions of church.” This is research into the 
theological motivations, images, and visions of those who are church planting, 
which will then be correlated to the wide body of missional and emerging church 
themes, but it is not specifically into the theological imaginary of a specific sub-
set of those church planting.  
These church planters are from across England, both from cities and from 
rural locations, from a variety of church affiliations. The 21 participants are from 
the Church of England, the Baptist Church, the Vineyard Church, the Salvation 
Army, New Frontiers International, the Churches of Christ, the Elim Pentecostal 
church, the Salt and Light Network, Fellowship of Independent Evangelical 
Churches and independent missioners, some of whom are associated with 
mission organizations, and some of whom are not.789 Of the 18 church plants 
highlighted, there is a maximum of three ministries from any one church stream. 
Some are full-time and others part-time in ministry. The missioners are generally 
working with church plants not more than seven years old. This research will not 
investigate theological imagination in those doing ethnic based church plants due 
                                                
787 Lings, "The Day of Small Things". 
788 Other typologies for missional and churches can be found in Murray, Church after 
Christendom. Pages 95-97.  
789 Two other interviews were conducted but were not transcribed or analyzed because they 
were outside of the research criteria. One was a church plant which was significantly older than 
7 years, and the other was with a person who was not currently actively church planting. In both 
cases, the information given regarding the research criteria was misunderstood. 
	 171 
to the specialized cultural information which might needed. 21 participants across 
18 church plants seeks to provide a picture of the theological imaginary in a 
meaningful scale which is also appropriate for the scale of the thesis. Braun and 
Clarke suggest for a small TA project 6-10 interviews are normal, and that within 
research which aims to identify patterns across data, between 15-30 interviews 
tends to be common.790 Having participants interviewed from a wide variety of 
church streams will gather sufficient evidence for the purposes of this research 
in finding the themes around the theological imaginary, and the ideas which have 
been impactful on those church planters.  
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4.2.2 Interview Procedure 
 The interview process sought to draw out the theological imaginary: how 
church planters imagine the church and mission work, their expectations and 
hopes for mission, ideas that underlie these expectations, and the theological 
images that guide and nourish their work. The interviews were semi-structured, 
with an interview guide used, but also allowed for the process of the interview to 
bring up other relevant questions to be asked. Interviews were either face-to-face 
or via Skype, and audio was recorded with permission given by the interviewee. 
The interview questions focused on gathering their inspirations for their new 
church work including: what they hoped would be the outcome of their ministry, 
the initial steps they took in their new church work, what inspires them in their 
ministry, if their expectations of church have changed over time, if they have tried 
new approaches, and what ideas and resources have been helpful to them.  In 
this respect, the interview process is for theory generation rather than theory 
	 174 
validation – seeking to find a theory, or in this case to generate the shape of the 
imaginary from the data.791  
Participants are anonymous in the research. Each participant has been 
assigned a letter designation.792 It is hoped that in having anonymity, participants 
were open and honest with their response, so that the data reflects the reality 
amongst the sample. One risk inherent in the research process is not finding that 
the very specific aspect of theological imagination is a significant motivating factor 
for church planters. It may be a driving force for some, and not for others. Other 
motivational factors may be as, or more, influential in ministry such as personality 
qualities, contextual or situational aspects of their ministry setting or 
denominational constraints. While this is a risk, it would be a valid research result 
to find that the missional concepts were only partially, or not significantly, 
influential in church planter’s ministry. Additionally, as the themes in the literature 
are known, it is a risk of this research to only find those themes in the interviews 
or lead the participants to these themes. To avoid this risk, the interview process 
had a significant focus on open-ended interview questions and flexibility which 
allowed new themes to emerge, and care was taken to frame interview questions 
so as not to lead to any specific themes. 
4.2.3 Data Analysis  
To answer the research question – the shape of the theological imaginary 
amongst church planters, and if or how the theology of the missional and 
emerging church is influencing church planting imaginary in the UK – it is 
necessary to identify the powerful influences in the theological imagination. 
Thematic analysis (TA) is a straightforward method whose strength includes 
finding themes, thus it suits the nature of the research question. TA was used as 
a method of data analysis to take the raw interview data, go through a coding 
process, and refine the data for themes present. It offers flexibility in terms of 
theoretical framework, thus can fit comfortably within theological research. The 
guiding philosophy for this research is critical realism, or naturalism.793 In terms 
of this research, it will be understood that participants both perceive an existing 
                                                
791 Punch. Page 16. 
792 In the data analysis following, to continue to preserve anonymity, individual participants are 
referenced in the gender neutral plural – they, their, etc.  
793 It is understood there is a real world out there independent of our perceptions, while 
accepting that our view of the world is inevitably influenced by our own perspectives.  
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reality in their settings, and that participants will also interpret that reality. Critical 
realism or naturalism as a perspective pairs well with the semi-structured 
interviews of this research. For naturalism, ‘…the primary issue is to generate 
data which give an authentic insight into people’s experiences; the main ways to 
achieve this are unstructured, open-ended interviews.’794 TA enables this 
research to move from interview data to themes to be analysed, to look for 
patterns in the theological themes used by church planters for their ministry, and 
the sources of those themes. TA prioritising the meanings, views, and 
perspectives on the participant’s theological imagination, then from that data, will 
seek to find and interpret the patterns that might emerge. One significant aspect 
of the research is to emphasize the participants’ perspectives as key in revealing 
their theological imaginary. 
Braun and Clarke established the parameters of thematic analysis as a 
discreet qualitative method.795 They note that the use of TA can help the 
researcher to have a ‘window to the world’ and ‘map the experience’ of the 
participants.796 As noted above, both ethnographic research and practical 
theology emphasize contextual, specific, experientially based enquiries. Using 
TA for analysis can not only give a picture of the theological imagination of 
missioners but can point to potential transformative action in the future for 
training.797 Other methods of research were considered. A single ethnographic 
study would produce excellent depth of data on the theological themes in one 
setting, but would not provide a view across a number of church planters to gather 
any sense of a pattern. Similarly, case studies would give more depth of data, but 
gathering enough case studies exploring the specific information on theological 
imagination to make any preliminary conclusions across a large enough sample 
is unrealistic in the timeframe of the thesis. Grounded theory also often works 
from interview material in a way similar to thematic analysis, and can also be 
used to look for themes. However, grounded theory is an approach which takes 
a much broader examination of a context and large data sets, which is beyond 
                                                
794 David Silverman, Interpreting Qualitative Data : Methods for Analysing Talk, Text, and 
Interaction (London: Sage Publications, 1993). Page 173. 
795 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, "Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology," Qualitative 
Research in Psychology 3, no. 2 (2006). Successful Qualitative Research : A Practical Guide for 
Beginners.  
796 Successful Qualitative Research : A Practical Guide for Beginners. Page 13. See also 
Silverman. Page 178. 
797 Braun and Clarke, Successful Qualitative Research : A Practical Guide for Beginners. Page 
24. 
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the limits of this research seeking the particular element of theological 
imagination from a limited but appropriate sample of church planters.  
For this research, the process of TA followed the general outline put 
forward by Braun and Clarke for the analysis process. An overview of the process 
includes reading the interview material after transcription from a printed copy for 
familiarization, making initial hand written notes of items which might indicate a 
theological theme. The active, analytical reading in the familiarization stage 
required asking a variety of questions of the data. This process led to a first stage 
of coding.798 Codes are both data-driven and researcher-derived, looking for 
participant given language and concepts as well as more theoretical implicit 
meanings underpinning what has been said in the interview on theological 
imagination. Potential themes were evaluated in relation to the research 
questions around the theological imaginary, both against the five themes 
identified from the literature and for any additional theological theme in the data. 
Data were analysed for patterns, looking not only at frequency but meaningful 
elements around potential themes. From these potential themes the researcher 
looked for relationships between themes and organizing patterns, checked 
against the data for fit, and revised against the whole dataset in relation to the 
research question addressing theological imagination motivating church planters 
and the sources of those themes.799  
Each interview has been coded for themes, both against the five themes 
from the literature in Chapter 3 and for other theological concepts and is thus 
both theoretically driven from the literature and researcher driven. The data 
analysis considers everything of interest to the research question around the 
theological imaginary. The process included coding the written transcripts, 
looking for all data relevant to a theological theme. As with separating out themes 
in the literature, it is recognized that theological themes do overlap and connect 
with each other as parts of a whole. Missioners comments are sometimes 
complex and layered, so assigning data to a theme at times is not clear-cut. 
Where there were questions about assigning data to a theme, the choice was to 
be generous in coding to a theme rather than not. If the content of the data fitted 
one of the five themes in the literature, it was coded for that theme. If the data fit 
into more than one theme, it was coded for both themes. Subsequently, the data 
                                                
798 Ibid. Page 205. 
799 Ibid. Pages 223-226. 
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was placed into the sub-themes within each wider theme. If it was a theological 
theme which did not seem to fit those from the literature, it was given its own 
name fitting the theme as close to the language of the participant but also shaped 
by the experience of the researcher. Also collated were any supporting texts or 
other resources which the interviewees discussed as supporting their ideas and 
practice in mission. Multiple rounds of coding and refining the data resulted in the 
themes presented below from the interview participants. While the researcher 
has made decisions about the content of the data and the themes that they might 
represent, there has been an effort to prioritise the meanings, views, and 
perspectives of the participants “voice” in order to have a “window to the world” 
and “map the experience” of the participants.800 The chapter begins with 
examining the five themes from the literature as seen in the interviews. All themes 
and sub-themes in this chapter are listed from most present to least present in 
the interview data. Additional themes arising from the data are discussed within 
each theme and are noted at the end of the sub-theme listing. 
A complete list of the themes and sub-themes are as follows: 
The importance of being a community 
• church as prioritizing being a caring community 
• church as being rooted with and active in a location 
• church as needing deep, authentic relationships  
• church as a community sent together on mission (inside to outside) 
• church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
• community is inclusive (additional sub-theme) 
The need for contextualization in mission 
• the need for contextualization for a specific locality 
• the need for the church to be contextualized for a changing culture 
• frustration with the existing church for not being contextualized 
• the need for contextualization for mission in a post-Christendom context  
• creativity in contextualization (additional sub-theme) 
Participating in the missio Dei 
• mission as being a witness in the world 
• the essential nature of the church as sent 
• mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency  
                                                
800 Ibid. Pages 13, 174-175.  
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• mission as restoring all of creation 
Seeking kingdom transformation in society 
• church as having an activist faith which is serving society 
• eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of God here and now 
• transforming every area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular 
divide) 
Being incarnational in mission 
• the incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus 
• the incarnation models mission 
• the church embodies and represents God to others 
 
4.3 The Importance of Being a Community 
  
 Missioners expressed community as a concept key in their theological 
imaginary, referencing it time and time again in the interview data. Phrases such 
as ‘the church is a family’801 ‘our church centres around fellowship, 
relationships’802 and ‘to share proper life together’803 echoed throughout the 
interviews. As will be shown, being a community includes for participants the 
sense of the priority for relationships within the fellowship of the church which 
require a time and emotional investment. This community is characterized by a 
quality of relationships which are caring, authentic, supportive and intimate, like 
a family. This overall theme is very broad in that it encompasses both internal 
relationships which make up community and relationships to the wider location 
where the church is based which make up the broader community. Both are 
important as community life is something that is both internal and external. 
Internally there is the priority and quality of relationships as described, but this 
sense of community also extends to the wider community in which the church is 
located. Investment in relationships with that wider community is also important 
through activities which bring a sense of belonging and serving as a church. This 
brings with it a sense of direction, of moving from the inside community to the 
outside community, united together in mission. Phrases which give a sense of 
this wider aspect of community and service include ‘to love and serve the 
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community,’804 ‘commitment to place and relationships,’805 ‘starting up a youth 
club on the estate,’806 and ‘activities to make the church known and to make 
connections.’807 
18 out of 18 interviews referenced being a community as a priority. 
Additionally, themes around being a community are the most frequently noted 
theme in the data, with 163 expressions. All 18 interviews mentioned the 
importance of being a community multiple times in different ways. Not all sub-
themes from the literature came through the interviews with equal strength. The 
priority of being a caring community, and being rooted and active in a location 
were the most frequently mentioned sub-themes, while having deep, authentic 
relationships, being sent and being a contrast community had less frequent 
references. An additional theme is added about community being inclusive. A full 
breakdown and discussion of the sub-themes is below.  
The importance of being a community 
• church as prioritizing being a caring community 
• church as being rooted with and active in a location 
• church as needing deep, authentic relationships  
• church as a community sent together on mission (inside to outside) 
• church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
• community is inclusive (additional theme) 
4.3.1 Church as Prioritizing Being a Caring Community 
 The most general sub-theme expressing the importance of being a 
community is church as prioritizing being a caring community. Whilst being a 
community might seem to be just part and parcel with involvement in a church, 
missioners expressed the priority that they were a community, and a community 
with particular qualities. All 18 interviews expressed the priority of community life, 
being the most frequently mentioned sub-theme with 69 of the 163 mentions 
within the theme. Missioners expressed a desired, important outcome within their 
imaginary of a caring community. They recognized that community did not just 
happen, but that it required time, attention and effort. Participant C said of their 
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congregation, ‘I said at the beginning – I want you to commit to two things a week: 
a Sunday morning service and commit to a life group.’  
Community as intentional. Participants conveyed that the relationships 
within church life had significance. These relationships were intentionally 
developed with time and effort. When describing a once-a-month, less traditional 
service where the focus is on a meal and time spent in relationship building, 
participant E2 said, ‘I really felt like I got to know “so and so” and I’ve never really 
chatted with them before. Because that’s our DNA, it’s part of who we are. It’s 
creating community and building a love for one another, not just a racking-up on 
a Sunday.’ This expression of a quality of life together coupled with intentionality 
is a part of the whole theme of the importance of being a community. It is not 
simply showing up to an event on a Sunday, but participation in relationships 
which is key. Time spent together might be over a meal, playing games or just 
hanging out, but they prioritized that time in the community life, both within the 
congregation and with those around them. Missioner O said they wanted to focus 
on their neighbours and build relationships with them.808 That commitment to 
community life was noted in an interview with G, who said they had a 
‘commitment to place and relationships’ and by R who notes, ‘Connect means 
we build-in community, we value community.’ 
Community as a quality of life together. For some, community is not 
simply being together, but having a quality of life together. It is not simply showing 
up for an event, but having quality relationships with one another. ‘Our church 
centres around fellowship, relationships’ says interviewee G. This is echoed by 
participant J, ‘…really based around relationship, hugely relational, hanging out 
together. A little bit like what we’d read in Acts 2:42, the whole thing of sharing 
life in fullness together.’ For missioner F1, their community craft group, parent 
and baby group and community choir all expressed a caring, connected group 
where they shared life in its ups and downs.809 ‘Caring’ was chosen by the 
researcher for the broad, qualitative descriptor for community, but equally it could 
have been ‘loving,’ ‘genuine,’ or ‘close.’ Several participants mentioned being 
friends, as exemplified by participant A, who said, ‘I suppose my vision is about, 
and I think it still is, about friendship…. Discipleship as friendship.’  
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The quality of a family. For some participants, the quality is expressed 
as the desire for the church to function as the biblical ideal of a family. Six 
participants particularly used the term ‘family’ to describe the type of community 
relationships they wanted in their church. ‘We didn't really want to come and I 
suppose, build something that wasn't centred on family really. A family in terms 
of wanting to be completely for one another, to calling one another up, and loving 
one another well, and challenging one another, and actually doing the stuff of the 
Kingdom.’ Family denotes close, committed connections. Interviewee C 
specifically noted that being just a group which meets is not enough: it is being a 
family together which is the goal.810 The intensity of a family connection brought 
out the kind of community they wished to be. ‘Body, a family, flock – they’re all 
pretty biblical. …I think it is the family in particular, the community turning up the 
volume on that,’ this was the comment from participant C on how they wanted 
their church to feel. ‘Come home, find family, love others, be the church’ is the 
vision for ministry for Participant B.811 A particularly poignant comment came from 
the interview with D1.  
What's really good at both places is people create family for themselves 
when they've got no family. So you take Nina with Isabel who's got no 
family. It's Nanny Pat who's one of our volunteers. Pat is her nanny. Isabel 
said when she draws pictures of her family at school, it's Nanny Pat there 
instead of the grandma. 
Being a caring community is a priority for missional participants. The motivation 
for participants revealed a desire to be intentional to form communities which 
were close and caring.  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as prioritizing being 
a caring community is in Table 2. 
4.3.2 Church as Being Rooted with and Active in a Location 
Being a community in a specific location is a key missional concept also 
evidenced by missioners interviewed. It was the second most mentioned element 
of community, with 46 mentions amongst 16 interviews. This sub-theme covers 
the elements of connection with a location – knowing its history and culture, as 
well as being active in that location. Connection with a location can come both 
through a geographic sense of place or through a network of relationships which 
may or may not be rooted in a place.  
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The importance of place. The church as being located in a specific place 
has a priority for some missioners. The importance of place and geography 
comes through in comments like those by participant I saying, ‘In terms of 
ministry, I needed something where I could see the physical boundaries of where 
I was ministering.’812 Participant I goes on to explain how the long term 
rootedness, commitment to the neighbourhood was vital as an example of the life 
of faith. On one housing estate, the interviewee noted that their work is very local, 
with virtually everyone involved coming from within a mile radius of the church.813 
The church as a community which belongs to a sense of place is a common 
theme. Various phrases such as ‘to love and serve the community of Bath and 
beyond,’814 ‘if we weren’t there, would Mansfield miss us? And that’s the our 
biggest question to ourselves,’815 and ‘so just serving that community really, with 
events, fun,’816 express the connection to a place. Missioners generally noted 
what type of communities they live in, in terms of size of population, socio-
economic make up, deprivation indexes, schools, and history of the location.  
Location and network. Participants noted both a sense of geographical 
connection as above and network relationship connection centring from a 
location. While participants spoke of their relational networks generally, only one 
participant spoke of it in terms of a geographical reality. Participant G said that 
initially in their new church work, they had marked out a half mile square around 
their home and place of work, did demographic research and built relationships 
there. However, as their church developed, they realized that the people they 
connected to within that geography were actually from a much wider area, thus 
they feel they are a network church, which also has a strong sense of place.817  
The church being with the local community. Being a church community 
does have a sense of internal cohesion, but that does not exclude the sense of 
connection to the place where the church community is located. The missioners 
expressed that they wanted to identify with the wider community around them. 
This subtle difference of connecting with the wider community was noted by 
participants. This has the feeling of participation with neighbours, of belonging to 
the community where you live. ‘So what would it look like if we would actually love 
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our actual physical neighbours?’ asks interviewee E1. The connection with the 
wider community ties to both a geographical connection and being active in the 
community. The desire to know and be known in the wider community is a strong 
one. Participant F1 says, ‘…the agreement was for us to do something in this 
community here…. We just lived here for a while, didn’t we? Got to know the 
people, went in a lot of coffee shops, out and about, meeting and saying hello.’ 
The desire to be connected to the community takes various forms. Participant O 
notes, ‘I wanted to be really connected to the local community, to really be 
involved. We had a relationship with a coffee shop in the area.’ Another way to 
express solidarity with their community came from an interview with I. ‘It’s just 
being good neighbours, about receiving help as much as giving it.’ 
The church being active in their communities. Church planters worked 
to create connections and develop relationships in their communities through a 
variety of events large and small. Being active in a location is common amongst 
participants. Some started youth clubs, others gathered community service 
providers, while some ran community choirs, dementia clubs, lunchtime clubs, 
craft groups, community drop –in cafes and more. Participant J intentionally 
looked to be active as a church community in the local community through getting 
involved in existing groups with local resident’s. They remarked they wanted to 
‘look at what was going on in the community, how can we help improve some of 
the areas?’818 Missioners want to be active in their communities to build 
relationships with people and to serve. ‘The activities are to make the church 
known, and to make connections, so that we have built ongoing relationships 
really’ notes interviewee R. Missioner F1 noted, ‘We did as much as we could to 
be part of this community, to enable the community to flourish, to contribute to 
the world, being in people's lives in this area.’ Being visible and active in a local 
community is another subtle aspect of both geographical connection and 
community in mission. This aspect of community has some overlap with the 
theme of kingdom transformation. 
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as being rooted with 
and active in a location is in Table 3. 
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4.3.3 Church as Needing Deep, Authentic Relationships 
The desire for deep, authentic relationships within the church is a 
significant driving force for some of the missioners. Seven participants explicitly 
hoped for a community characterized by deep, authentic relationships, which was 
noted 20 times. Interviewee J explained that a part of the process of development 
in their new church plant was God’s work ‘trying to create a much more vulnerable 
group of people that were willing to be open to each other, to share proper life 
together. Because that was the heart of it: to be quite raw and real with each 
other, to the point where we would be willing to give up anything to do whatever 
God asked.’819 Although there are similarities with the more general idea of a 
caring community, the need for deep, authentic relationships is a very specific 
aspiration. The quality of relationship goes beyond caring into a deep, vulnerable, 
authentic relationship. It is also one which can be strongly expressed in emotional 
terms. The expression of deep relationships brought out stories of healing and 
hope from participants. In speaking about a community craft group they run, 
interviewee F1 said of the people in the group, ‘They love each other to bits. They 
all come in, there's loads of hugs, there's lots of tears. They've all got issues of 
some sort going on. It's life.’ 
Authenticity contrasted with traditional church experience. The 
contrast to the experience in a traditional church was seen in comments by 
participant A. They describe how there was a ‘massive disconnect’ between their 
struggles in life, the hurting world, and the activities within the church of singing, 
praying and believing. They comment ‘…what would church be like where we 
actually were real? And we got down and dirty in the mess of life rather than 
pretend everything's fine and that God is great and we can just sing these songs 
every week and then just go back to normality.’ 820 Participant A goes on to note, 
‘My vision…. Not going to a meeting in a building, we're going to meet in people's 
homes. We're going to be genuinely community, so we're not going to do this 
whole kind of 'how are you?' 'I'm alright.' That actually we're going to be involved 
in our lives, we're going to share the deep stuff and we are going to do mission.’ 
The desire for deep, authentic relationships is a part of the theological imaginary 
amongst participants. 
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A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as needing deep, 
authentic relationships is in Table 4. 
4.3.4 Church as a Community Sent Together on Mission (Inside to 
Outside) 
For some interviewees, the deep relationships with each other go hand-
in-hand with mission in reaching out to others. The sub-theme of the church as a 
community sent together on mission, or an inward-to-outward community 
connection was expressed by eight participants, noted 13 times. This 
characteristic of community is one where the community relationships both 
support mission and give a sense of going together on mission. Thus, the 
shorthand description for this is “inside to outside” as there is a directional feel. 
Participant P acknowledged this saying, ‘the first phase will be that we encourage 
people to – is to establish a core team, and encourage people to enjoy the ride, 
enjoy the relationships, build a community that's open to others. Then from there, 
begin to reach out to friends.’ In addressing what interviewee J wanted the church 
work to look like, the two aspects of inward connection which then turned outward 
came to the fore.  Interviewee J said ‘…to just build authentic, vulnerable, real, 
raw relationships, that is about reaching out then too, that loves and cares for one 
another. But its mission is to reach out, not get entrenched looking within.’821  
Participants A, N, and O both expressed that they wanted a community 
that both came together and then shared their faith. Interviewee O noted that it 
was important for a missional community to support each other, be in relationship 
within the community, and support each other to get to know their colleagues and 
neighbours.822 In an interview with participant C, they said the church vision 
wanted to ‘produce a community of people where “mission” is not something we 
say we do - it’s something that we actually live where we are.’ This type of being 
a community also illustrates the overlap with the theme of missio Dei, where the 
church is sent outwards in mission.  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as a community sent 
together on mission (inside to outside) is in Table 5. 
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4.3.5 Church as a Contrast Community Which Demonstrates the Gospel 
A church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel is a sub-
theme which was the smallest in the theme, with nine participants mentioning it 
13 times. This is a subtle theme which differs from the other sub-themes in the 
nuance of an understanding the community life, expressing a particular aspect of 
the purpose of the church community as an alternative to other ways of living. 
Within this sub-theme is the idea that the community is one which is an example 
or a demonstration of what the Christian faith life is about to those around it. In 
the literature this is discussed as a contrast or alternative community. Although 
participants did not use this term, it was noted in effect by some. Participant C 
talked about having a lived-out community, saying they wanted, ‘a community of 
people where mission is not something we say we do – it’s something that we 
actually live where we are.’ In discussing the difference between outreach which 
just is an event or something that is more a lived expression of faith, interviewee 
M says, ‘…we need people to go and live in those communities and not to build 
a bridge but to inhabit where people are.’ For participant M, this is around living 
life in such a way that it provokes questions about life from those their fellowship 
encounters. M hoped to encourage questions like, ‘How do you want to live? 
Maybe you don't have to live as you are, maybe there is another way of living is 
possible. Do you want to join us in finding out what that is?’ A similar question 
comes to missioner F, who described that within their church tradition, ‘…our 
legacy, our DNA is about going to people who've got nothing to do with church, 
nothing to do with God, whose lives are chaotic and going the wrong way, and 
being able to get close enough just to say there's another way to live.’ Here the 
church community is showing ways of living which demonstrate something of 
God’s ways in the world. The aspect of being a visible representation of a different 
way of living is an aspect of this sub-theme. 
The idea of a contrast community comes through for participant K. They 
articulated aspects of being a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
in comments including, ‘We're just really showing them what it is to walk as a 
Christian, to be a Christian. In 2016, what it looks like being as an example and 
we're not pushing people to hard.’ Showing the way to a different kind of life, a 
life available through the Christian faith, is a part of how one missioner imagines 
their purpose. This vision is described by participant P, whose church used a 
particular Bible passage and image. ‘We want to be a door of hope. We had a 
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verse from Hosea, “I'll give the people in the valley of despair and I'll make them 
into a door of hope.” So that has really informed our mission.’823 They went on to 
describe that they wanted how they lived as a church community to show others 
a different way of living was possible. Missioner B presented their vision for their 
church through thinking about the kingdom, being the presence of Jesus, and 
‘seeing our community transformed by demonstrating the compassion of God, to 
living lives, seeing the power of God at work, almost the tools of the kingdom 
being active in the church.’  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as being a contrast 
community which demonstrates the gospel is in Table 6. 
4.3.6 Additional Sub-theme: Community is Inclusive 
One additional sub-theme came through in the comments on community, 
which did not fit neatly into other sub-themes but was distinct and worth noting. I 
have called this sub-theme community is inclusive.  Eight missioners had 20 
comments around a community that is inclusive. This inclusivity encompassed 
two aspects: wide participation and general inclusivity. Several participants 
mentioned inclusivity multiple times.  
Inclusivity through wide participation. The first aspect of inclusivity is a 
community where there is inclusion through wide participation. Here is a 
community where everyone is welcome and gets to participate in various ways. 
In an interview with Q, they said they wanted to have a culture where everyone 
gets to ‘have a go.’ From being involved in a team which starts new ventures, to 
leading worship and preaching, Q wants there to be wide participation. They went 
on to say that through the format of having many small congregations, many 
people got to participate in roles like preaching, worship leading, meeting leading 
and so on.824 Participant D2 says, ‘It's all about inclusive - you don't have to be 
anything to preach at church… Salvation Army would say that we believe in the 
priesthood of all believers… I am happy to facilitate that being lived out to the nth 
degree.’ A similar feeling was voiced by K, who said they wanted to have all ages 
involved with no one elevated. ‘We meet, we chat, we preach the word of God, 
and we stay away from uplifting anybody on a stage. We kind of see all the people 
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as equal, and that was a real big decision for us.’825 A similar sentiment was noted 
by participant M, around having activities where all ages can get involved.826  
Community is inclusive. The second, similar element is a community 
which is generally inclusive. For several participants, this openness to all who 
come was a strongly felt value. Participant F1 noted that a key value for their 
community was that everyone was welcome and included – the elderly, isolated, 
homeless, drug addicted. In the interview with F1, they said, ‘I dislike anything 
that says to somebody that you can’t be a part of this. I don’t like it…. I don’t like 
it when it becomes a them and us…. It’s just the whole part and parcel of the idea 
of inclusivity really, is much more on my radar than it ever would have been.’ The 
perceived division of who was “in and out” was another aspect of an inclusive 
community which was key for missioner F2.827  Participant D1 noted something 
similar: ‘If you’re homeless and you come in for lunch, we’ll give it to you free, but 
you’ll sit next to a toddler mum who can afford to pay. You won’t be treated 
differently or separate.’ D2 went on to say later, ‘It's really nice to be able to say 
to anybody – it’s all about inclusive. You don't have to be anything to preach at 
church.’ Mutuality and equality was key for participant K. They comment, ‘We 
meet, we chat, we preach the word of God, and we stay away from uplifting 
anybody on a stage. We kind of see all the people as equal, and that was a real 
big decision for us. I think that we wanted to be more about a community and 
friendship and relationships rather than entertainment or performance.’ Inclusivity 
and wide participation are very similar and were expressed together by some 
participants. The idea that all are welcome, all are equal, all can participate and 
be included formed one aspect of the theological imaginary around the concept 
of community for several interviewed.  
A selection of quotations from the additional sub-theme community is 
inclusive is in Table 8.  
4.3.7 Summary of the Importance of Being a Community 
As the most mentioned theological theme, being a community formed a 
foundation of the theological imaginary for the missioners interviewed. They 
expressed the importance of creating a deeply connected, relational group as a 
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part of the vision for their new works. Community life is a focus of intentional time 
and energy, a priority for those involved. Authentic relationships become like 
those of a family, and provide the launching point for mission together. Some 
expressed these relationships within the context of a geography, and others 
within the context of a network, but all were primarily focused on the quality of 
relationships. Being a community also is expressed in relation to the local, wider 
community, where engagement and expression of the faith life are lived out. The 
goal was to be outwardly focused, not insular. They wanted a church which is 
deeply connected within their local community, serving where they had the 
opportunity. Community as both a reflection of God’s character and a 
representation of the good news to a watching world was present but less 
expressed amongst missioners. Participation and inclusivity play a part for some 
as defining qualities of community. Here missioners wanted to have many people, 
of all ages and types, taking part in community life. Missioners wanted their 
communities to be welcoming and open to all who would come. Both the internal 
and external aspects of being a community came through the imaginaries of the 
participants as an underpinning concept for mission.  
 
4.4 The Need for Contextualization in Mission 
 
Contextualizing mission has long been a study of ministry, particularly 
cross-cultural ministry. What is a new topic for discussion is contextualizing 
mission for Western culture and within Western culture. For the church planters 
interviewed, all 18 interviews recognized this area, for a total of 154 comments. 
For some participants it was a significant area of concern. Missioners expressed 
their concern for contextualization in a variety of ways:  ‘But was that sense of -- 
we were really aware of contextualization.’828 ‘Yes, so Epsom is a town of 92,000 
people, according to the last census. It is a predominantly white, middle to lower 
families, socially pretty monolithic, but increasing diversity…’829 ‘People are 
different. One size does not fit all.’830 ‘There's a real need, trying to really meet 
practical needs where people are at.’831  
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Contextualization covers a significant breadth of sub-topics. Demographic 
research, analysis of both the surrounding locality and wider community make up 
part of thinking around contextualization. Missioners are concerned about 
knowing the shape and needs of their communities so they can fit their ministries 
to those needs. Included in this theme are how ecclesial structures and forms 
meet the cultural shape that is perceived. Consideration is given to both internal 
factors within the church community and external factors in the location and wider 
culture. How these internal and external factors interact, the consideration and 
priority given to them is a large part of contextualization. A different external 
consideration is the change in the place of the church in culture, or contextualizing 
to a post-Christendom reality. Contextualization can be a contentious issue within 
the existing church, and for some, this is a frustration.  Within the wider theme, 
there are four sub-themes, two of which were primary with the participants. First, 
there is the need for contextualization for the locality. This is the specific location 
and people with whom the missioner is working. Secondly, there is the need for 
contextualization for the wider changing culture, particularly named as 
postmodernity for some. These two sub-themes account for 122 of 154 mentions. 
Frustration with the existing church not being contextualized and a recognition of 
the need to contextualize for post-Christendom make up the other two sub-
themes with nine mentions. An additional sub-theme is added around creativity 
in contextualization. Thus the theme and sub-themes are:  
The need for contextualization in mission 
• the need for contextualization for a specific locality 
• the need for the church to be contextualized for a changing culture 
• frustration with the existing church for not being contextualized 
• the need for contextualization for mission in a post-Christendom context  
• creativity in contextualization (additional sub-theme) 
4.4.1 The Need for Contextualization for a Specific Locality 
 Thinking of the shape, needs, demographic, and appropriateness of 
ecclesial life for a specific location and people is the most mentioned sub-theme, 
with 78 references in all 18 interviews. With one exception, this was mentioned 
multiple times by participants. There is a genuine desire expressed amongst the 
church planters to make a relevant, authentic connection with the people and 
place where they minister. ‘The mission statement is to engage local people who 
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won't set foot in a church building to be church in a way that's relevant and 
authentic to them.’ says participant G. This is echoed by others, including J who 
says, ‘We wanted it to be culturally relevant, to be able to connect with people 
where they were.’  
Knowing a place. Contextualization for a specific locality includes getting 
to know that place. There is intentional effort in seeking to understand the history, 
specific culture, demographic make-up, and general feel for a location. Many 
missioners put in time to know their location specifically. For many participants, 
connecting with culture included doing demographic research. Participants told 
of the population figures, the breakdown by social deprivation indices, the type of 
housing, or less formal data such as the type of people they met in their 
neighbourhoods, what their area was well known for, and the kind of activities 
which were popular. Missioner L said they had done a lot of research of the area. 
L says of the estate where they work, ‘Multiple deprivation indices, has us down 
as the 201st most deprived estate in the UK, of 34,000 wards, I think it is. I think 
52% of children live in poverty, and 50% of people don’t work.’ Knowing a place 
is important for mission connection to that place. Participant Q participates in a 
church which has multiple sites in Manchester. They note, ‘Different suburbs of 
Manchester are very different - so we have one site which is in a very poor part 
of the city, another site which is in a very student-y part of the city. It's very 
transient. And a couple of sites in quite middle-class areas of the city.’ They went 
on to describe that each area had quite different needs and a different feel.  
Another missioner, participant R, is not in a city, but in a rural area. They 
said that within their outreach, going into small towns would require different 
approaches than if they were in a city. Instead of Sunday large group meetings, 
it would be made of small groups, possibly mid-week home groups fit for a village 
setting.832 Knowing the place where the mission is located was key. ‘We get to 
know a city, we get to know a people, we get to know a history. We get to see 
what God is already doing there and we get to join with that and we get to be part 
of that’ stated B in their interview. Many other participants noted that knowing 
their named community was important to them. For participant B, knowing a place 
then also overlaps with joining in the missio Dei, seeing what God is doing. Being 
a witness in a place centred around a geographic location was important for 
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numerous participants, including participant D1 who said, ‘The vision was literally: 
people need to access church, God, around the corner from where they live.’ 
These skills and observations for contextualizaton also overlapped with some 
participants with the theme of missio Dei, watching for where God was working 
in the culture. ‘It was part of those things, it was just contextualization to a city, a 
new location. Wow, what is God doing there? What are we joining?’833 
Knowing a people. While having a sense of place is important, another 
element of contextualizing for a location is knowing a people. Here the focus is 
on the individual, or the community of people in a more specific sense. In an 
interview with P, they said, ‘I think what we've done is more looked at the kind of 
people, get to know a community, look at the kind of community, what would they 
do?’ Knowing the people included trying to understand the needs of those people 
in their locality. Participant D1 says, ‘There was a difference between inner city 
and working in a city in the Midlands. The two are completely different because 
the level of deprivation and the level of need. Also the level of resources 
available.’ Understanding the needs of the local residents is a big part of 
connecting with the local context. Participant I notes there was no community 
space, participant M noted that their community was quite financially well off, and 
participant J noted the need for a foodbank.834 Knowing a location includes 
seeking to understand the people who live there. 
Partnering locally. Understanding the needs of people around them led 
participants G, J, L, F, D, and P to specifically partner with or start activities which 
met needs of people in their location, including youth and children’s work, 
foodbanks, groups for those with life controlling needs, dementia support groups, 
care for the elderly, and more.835 Partnering locally is where knowing a location 
also overlaps with other themes, including being an active community which 
serves and wanting to see kingdom transformation. ‘I think what we've done is 
more looked at the kind of people, get to know a community, look at the kind of 
community, what would they do? So we've helped another couple of churches 
start ministry with the poor, and get involved with food, and then a meeting, which 
is obviously a different style,’ said missioner P. Local partnerships enabled 
missioners to further contextualize for their location and meet local needs.  
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Contextualizing forms of church. Knowing a location results in 
discussion on contextualized forms of church for that location for a few 
participants. This is very similar to the sub-theme below around contextualizing 
for culture but applied quite locally rather than in a wider understanding of 
contemporary culture. The connection between the specific place, people, and 
church comes through for G, who says, ‘It comes back to this question of enabling 
local people to be church in a way that is relevant and authentic to them.’ For G, 
this included having church activities on the premises where they worked, 
because of the strong resistance to splitting off to other locations being viewed 
as extracting them from that core community.836 This might be as simple as 
looking at existing church materials and contextualizing them, as missioner I 
noted.837  Participant L lives and works in a working-class estate. They feel 
strongly that their church must be shaped around the habits, language, and other 
cultural expressions of the estate. They wanted to have church which has a 
working class feel and working class etiquette. L notes that they use colloquial 
language, secular music, a very loud sound system and lighting, and don’t have 
a dress code at all. They go on to say, ‘We use films for reference, we use songs 
for reference, that sort of stuff. It's really easy for people to understand.’ 
Participant B in a different setting asks the same type of question, ‘What would it 
look like for a bunch of followers of Jesus from that community, in that 
background, to gather together, to worship, to allow the Bible to inform them and 
shape them and apply it to their lives?’ Contextualization is a critical question in 
the theological imaginary, felt deeply by some participants. In an interview with 
A, they expressed a deep desire for the church to come to birth within the culture 
of those involved.  
What we need is we need fresh expressions of church in the culture that 
we're doing mission. So what does it mean to be a follower of Christ as a 
steampunk and what does church look like for steampunks? So I don't want 
you to come out of that world and then come into [A’s church].... I want you 
to be a follower and disciple in that culture and I want you to create church 
in that culture.838 
 
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme in the need for 
contextualization for a specific locality is in Table 9. 
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4.4.2 The Need for the Church to be Contextualized for a Changing Culture 
 Culture is different now and the church in mission needs to contextualize 
for the culture. This is the sentiment expressed by missioners of the need for the 
church to contextualize for a changing culture. Eleven participants mentioned this 
aspect of contextualizing for cultural change in 44 instances. The ever-changing 
culture requires the church in mission to adapt and change, to consider well how 
people think, believe and act in contemporary culture. There is a recognition that 
there have been changes in Western culture, in British culture, and these 
changes require new models for the church in mission.  In an interview with 
participant B, they said, ‘I'm going to have to as a leader, be willing to sit there to 
enable us to reach the communities that are yet unreached in our city, and some 
of that is contextualized to our time in history, and I haven't got a model of that...’ 
Contextualization for here and now comes through with missioner G, who says 
in modelling their mission on Jesus, ‘He pitched his tent among us, and he 
became a particular man, in a particular context, in a particular culture, in a 
particular place, in a particular country, at a particular time.’  
Contextualizing for postmodernity. Some named the cultural change 
post-modernity and others did not, but participants recognized that the wider 
culture has changed and mission must reflect and act on this change. In speaking 
of cultural change, participant H noted, ‘Obviously we are moving more to 
postmodernism.’ Further to this comment on cultural change, they continued, 
‘Let’s not get panicky about this. Let’s find how we can contextualize the gospel 
into this culture so it makes that connection where people can understand and 
begin to be drawn to God.’ While others did not name postmodernity, they did 
reflect on the changes needed for ‘contextualizing to our time in history’ and for 
changes in the wider culture.839 Participant F2 reflected on those changes in 
culture, and their new perspectives on church. They said, ‘I could see what was 
needed: a church which is flexible and not rigid, a church which is open and not 
closed, a church which adapts and looks outside, a church which embraces 
mystery rather than imposing truth.’  
Making faith understandable and relevant. Making faith understandable 
and relevant, especially within a culture which is changing, is a priority for some 
of those interviewed and an integral part of their theological imaginary. ‘I want to 
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be as accessible to non-Christians that you can be.’840 As those above modified 
their ecclesial forms for the location, so others think about how to make faith 
understandable in more general cultural terms. Interviewee Q said they hope that 
their congregation realize that their activities are for non-Christian friends to come 
and be comfortable. They also discussed communication as a part of that. ‘I think 
realizing that if you want young people in church, the kind of millennial age range, 
you need to talk to them much more differently than you do people over 40. Gen 
X people, you need… it's just a different conversation.’841 The drive to make the 
church and the message relevant and understandable engages missioners to try 
different things. Participant N discussed how different people in the church were 
asking questions, seeking ‘just different ways of engaging with the ways in which 
culture has moved on. What might that look like?’ For N, connecting with culture 
encouraged some seniors to do a tea tent at a music festival, some lads to coach 
football and some to pray at a Mind, Body, Spirit festival.  
It also led to communicating in styles church planters felt would be 
relevant. This led participant J to modify their services -- ‘We tried to make like 
very accessible to people, we do like snappy videos, really short sermons, and 
all this kind of stuff.’ Equally, participant M noted that while they wanted those 
who came into their services to connect, they could see there was a significant 
mismatch between what they were doing and the relevance to those who started 
to come. ‘They didn't know what was going on, and then we started to have 
questions: why are we expecting them to be like us?’ This led M and their team 
to begin a new outreach with a very different style, all premised on the fact that it 
was their responsibility to go and change to meet the cultural needs. ‘We won't 
expect them to come to us. We're going to them, we'll change our ways.’ noted 
M, also echoing the missio Dei thread of going to the other. Contextualizing for a 
changing culture and seeking to be relevant brought out both creativity and 
flexibility in missioners. This is discussed in detail below under additional sub-
themes. It is illustrated by a participant D1, saying, ‘We attempt to be relevant 
and that means we have no set formula. So it's whatever is needed and whatever 
will engage.’  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme in the need for the church to 
be contextualized for changing culture is in Table 10. 
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4.4.3 Frustration with the Existing Church for Not Being Contextualized 
 A smaller sub-theme in contextualization is around frustration with the 
existing church not being contextualized. This sub-theme was expressed only by 
six participants, each with one mention. Participant N discussed how they found 
in conversations with others that people were not rejecting faith for intellectual 
reasons or for spiritual reasons. ‘They were rejecting church because it became 
irrelevant. I came to this wonderful revelation and I was like, if people can 
intellectually justify not being involved, if they can spiritually justify not being 
involved, but to just not see it as relevant – that’s not good enough. Whose job is 
it to change that?’ They then went on to describe their journey to exploring other 
ways of being, other ways of what church could be like.842  
Other participants described a desire for church to be ‘not like it was 
before,’ indicating they wanted it to be less religious, more contemporary.843 For 
one pioneer missioner, the frustration with contextualization came from 
constraints expressed by the existing church. Participant A articulated the need 
for fresh expressions of church to go beyond superficial changes to some 
‘reframing of theology for the fact that we live in changed times.’ They went on to 
say that one of the dangers of pioneering is only going part way. In response to 
that, A said, ‘I don't think that you can do that, I think if you’re serious about 
wanting a new thing, you've got to rethink everything. And at the moment, the 
church is saying like, "you're a pioneer, you can fit into the way that we do it." It's 
like, no, that's not going to work.’844  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme in frustration with the existing 
church for not being contextualized is in Table 11. 
4.4.4 The Need for Contextualization for a Post-Christendom Context 
The smallest sub-theme was that of contextualization specifically noting 
the post-Christendom context. Three participants spoke of it in three instances. 
This sub-theme is around contextualization, but speaks of the change in the 
church’s position in culture rather than wider cultural change itself. Where in a 
Christendom context in Western culture, the church was a central, powerful 
institution, in a post-Christendom setting, the church has shifted to the margins 
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of culture. Only one, participant G, specifically mentioned the term “Christendom” 
saying, ‘Christendom is an anarchism.[sic] It's getting smaller and smaller and 
smaller.’ Participant G went on to describe how both the inherited church and 
fresh expressions of church are needed, but that their focus was on reaching 
those who would not want to go to inherited church. Two others spoke of the 
change in the context of the church in the UK. In an interview with H, they noted 
that the UK is now a missionary context.845 Interviewee Q discussed the need for 
really examining how one shapes the church both in terms of content and 
gathering. They noted that fewer people attend church and attend with less 
consistency, ‘…the fact that less and less people go to church now in Britain, the 
fact that church is culturally, is beginning to take a different place in British 
culture.’  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme in the need for 
contextualization for a post-Christendom context is in Table 12.  
4.4.5 Additional Sub-theme: Creativity in Contextualization 
Creativity in contextualization came up as specifically mentioned by 
missioners 23 times in 11 interviews. It came through strongly enough that it is 
appropriate to add it as an additional sub-theme within contextualization. In 
addition to the specific 23 mentions of this in words, there are many other 
examples of creativity in mission seen in the activities of missioners interviewed. 
For some this was expressed as being imaginative: ‘I think we need to be more 
imaginative even, on the front end.’ And others wanted to ‘…try new things with 
openness.’846 Missioner B noted, ‘I guess I feel over time as a church planter, my 
job is to reimagine church for the next generation.’ Creativity is expressed as a 
value for missioners as a way of expressing their life together, expressing the 
gospel and connecting to their communities. Missioners spent energy and time 
to be intentionally creative in their new church works, trying new ways of 
outreach. Creativity in pioneering new things is seen by some church planters as 
integral to their role. The purpose for creativity is to connect with people and 
communities, to make church and the gospel accessible, appealing and 
understandable. Thus, creativity and trying new things is a way of seeking to 
contextualize both the church community life and the message for the setting, 
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time and place. In one sense, all contextualization is creative – it seeks to read 
the culture and adapt the message. But for some missioners, creativity was an 
expressed, clear priority. 
Creativity in activities. Many missioners interviewed expressed great 
creativity in their ministry activities to connect with people, to connect with God 
and to serve the community. Some set up prayer booths at spiritualist fairs, did 
dream interpretations, art exhibits, nature identification walks, barefoot walking in 
the park, lectio divina, pyjama parties, bird song walks, film nights, set up 
restaurants, cafes, and more.847 Some activities came out of recognition of very 
specific local opportunities like spiritualist fairs in their towns or being on the edge 
of countryside. Other creative activities are simply the invention of the missioners 
involved. Interviewee C spoke of wanting to be creative with their premises, 
holding a variety of events.848 When asked to speak to what they wanted their 
church community to look like, participant M said, ‘A community of all ages, and 
a focus on this kind of creative, environmental work, so there are always 
environmental things, but a strong focus, also an emphasis as well on the arts 
and creativity and also learning about our environment.’  
Thinking outside the box of traditional church activities can be seen 
frequently amongst missioners. Q discussed how they wanted to encourage 
experimentation. ‘One of the cultures we talk about is a “have-a-go” culture. We’re 
keen for people who feel like they can try things and have a go at things. … We’re 
saying, “We’re going to have a go. We’re going to see how this works. If it fails, 
that’s okay, we’ll just have another go.”’849 Creativity and trying new things are 
important parts of the imaginary for some missioners. Participant D1 spoke at 
length about being creative. They described the creative activities they had 
engaged in, saying, ‘We try to be incredibly creative.’  For participants D1 and 
D2, being creative was about engagement and being relevant to the context. D2 
discussed how people’s expectations were that church would be formal. ‘But I 
think the people coming are definitely experiencing the church in a new way for 
them…. I suppose because people’s perception of church is that it’s going to be 
formal, and it’s not really going to connect and be boring.’850 D2 goes on to say, 
‘Yes, to be creative means we’re relevant, because we are engaging with the 
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culture that’s happening around us all the time, and just bringing Jesus into 
that….’851  
Pioneering new things. A few participants spoke specifically of 
pioneering and trying new things.852 Pioneering mission often was spoken of in 
terms of a sense of calling. Interviewee J noted, ‘As soon as we moved into 
Teignmouth, again I just knew that God wanted to start something new.’ 
Missioner B said they initially didn’t know where they fit in ministry and had not 
considered church planting. After exploring different things, B said, ‘I was very 
good at vision. I was very good at concepts or new things. I hadn’t really triggered 
that was pioneering.’ Many missioners spoke about their sense of call to church 
plant or to engagement in their current church planting context. This sense of 
calling was a central part of how they came to be where they were and evidenced 
itself as inherent to those who strike out to do a new church work. As all 
interviewees were involved church plants, it is logical that they expressed both a 
sense of calling and wanting to in the general sense - pioneer new activities. 
One interviewee spoke at length about the cost of pioneering, of going 
down untried roads within the church and pushing the boundaries. For missioner 
A, trying new things also comes with challenging the status quo and with dissent, 
which A understands to be necessary but painful for the life of an organization. 
Missioner A discussed how the role of pioneering new things in the church had 
been an experience of both affirmation and rejection. Others in the church wanted 
new things, but also wanted things to stay the same. Dissent – challenging the 
status quo – came with a cost. 
‘So therefore, the organization needs dissent, but it hates dissent. So it's 
this, and I think that's what pioneers -- that's the role of pioneers in the 
church. It's like "we want pioneers" and so all the time I'm asked to do 
things, and it's like, "Oh yes, come and do this. Oh yeah, we think what 
you're doing is fantastic." Then I say things and they say, "oh, we really 
didn't like what you did." It's like, well you wanted it, but not you don't want 
it like that. Yes, it's like, "Can you be edgy, but stop here?"’853  
 
Being flexible. Flexibility and creativity were watch words for others in 
contextualizing for culture. ‘We have to be a chameleon, change it readily if it is 
not working’ says participant G. They went on to say that they been very flexible 
in their format, their approach, even their view of where they were going. They 
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note, ‘Who we are today is quite radically different to who we were when we 
started out. We do change from season to season. We change from maybe half-
year to half-year, maybe from year to year.’ Interviewee D2 spoke at length about 
their desire to be creative for the purposes of adapting to changing contexts, and 
how they tried many different things to connect. ‘Yes, to be creative means we're 
relevant, because we are engaging with the culture that's happening around us 
all the time, and just bringing Jesus into that.’854  D1 noted that one mission effort 
was a coffee shop, but they didn’t know what it would look like in five years’ time 
as they did not want to see things as static, but adaptive so as to remain relevant. 
Participant N also noted that the context changed every year, so they needed 
skills to observe and discern change.855 Creativity and flexibility went hand in 
hand for some missioners.  
Pioneering, experimentation, having-a-go, being creative were all 
expressions which resonated and were explicitly expressed in the imaginary of 
more than half of the missioners interviewed. These values were applied to 
contextualize their ministries.  
A selection of quotations from the additional sub-theme creativity in 
contextualization is in Table 13. 
4.4.6 Summary of the Need for Contextualization 
 Church planters are concerned that their message is heard and received 
in a way that is culturally relevant. The need to contextualize is an important part 
of the theological imaginary of participants. They prioritize their understanding of 
their location and the broader culture in their words, actions, and ecclesial forms. 
Contextualization was discussed more frequently and by more participants in 
terms of outreach activities and service than of re-imagining church forms. 
Missioners expended significant effort in understanding their locations, the local 
needs and context so as to shape their ministry efforts appropriately. Over half of 
the participants spoke in some way to the wider change in culture. Some spoke 
in terms of postmodernity, but others engaged more generally with changes to 
culture or specifics of the change in the wider cultural context. On the whole, 
participants did not express a great deal of frustration with the existing church for 
not being contextualized, with only a few exceptions. Few participants spoke of 
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either Christendom or the change in the position of the church in culture. Within 
contextualization, the expression of creativity was a significant focus, creating an 
additional sub-theme. Both creativity expressed in action, and creativity 
expressed as a value came through for more than half of the missioners. 
Creativity included pioneering new things, and being flexible in adapting ministry.  
 
4.5 Participation in the Missio Dei 
   
 The theme of missio Dei communicates the church sent to join God in 
God’s mission to restore all creation and bring every person into relationship with 
him. It is a foundational theme, in one sense the underpinning of all other themes. 
An understanding of missio Dei embraces that there would be no mission within 
the church without God’s mission purposes in the world. While missio Dei is the 
term used to describe the whole of this theme in literature, only one participant 
actually used the term when speaking of aspects of their mission training which 
had been helpful.856 However, 18 out of 18 interviews spoke of the themes within 
missio Dei, in the third most referenced category with 123 instances. Missio Dei 
had slightly fewer mentions than community and contextualization but remained 
an important expression of theological imaginary. The mission as being a witness 
in the world is the most frequently mentioned sub-theme. In one respect, it seems 
to function as a generalized expression of missio Dei, but it is also one which has 
a bit narrower focus than the whole of what missio Dei expresses. One aspect of 
missio Dei is a holistic redemption and God’s broader activity in the world, so a 
focus on individual salvation could be considered reductionistic. More on this will 
be discussed below and in Chapter 5. Another sub-theme is the essential nature 
of the church as sent – where going out in mission is not a programme or add on, 
but is seen as fundamental to the very nature of the church. The nuanced sub-
theme is mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency – where mission is 
God’s activity first, which the church joins, thus moving agency from the church 
to God.  
Participants expressed missio Dei in a variety of ways. Some think of being 
on mission outwards with their communities. Missioner Q notes, ‘The vision is, 
ultimately, we want to start a church. Most churches want to do the same thing. 
They want to see people's lives change. They want to see the city they're in 
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change in some way or another. ‘We're not here for ourselves, we're here to 
spread the gospel.’857 Some see missio Dei in terms of God’s activity: ‘…they 
encounter people, God sends people their way’858 and ‘…there's some dynamic 
work of God that goes on beyond what we conceived of.’859 For many 
participants, the simple goal of reaching those unreached – those who do not 
know Jesus – is a motivation. Phrases like ‘to enable us to reach the communities 
that are yet unreached in our city,’860 ‘The vision is to reach out to the 
unchurched’861 and ‘see people come to faith’862 are heard throughout the 
interviews. The sub-themes within participating in the missio Dei are:  
Participating in the missio Dei 
• mission as being a witness in the world  
• the essential nature of the church as sent 
• mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency  
• mission as restoring all of creation 
4.5.1 Mission as Being a Witness in the World 
Reaching the unreached. Approximately half of the incidents of missio 
Dei are from the sub-theme of being a witness in the world with 17 interviews 
referencing this 62 times. For many participants, the phrase “reaching the 
unreached” acted as a short-hand for bringing people either into a faith 
relationship with God or bring them into contact with the witness of the church. 
This sense of being sent on mission to bring people into relationships with God 
is expressed as one of the core purposes for missioners and thus a key 
motivation in their theological imaginary. There is a directional sense as well of 
an outward orientation. ‘I sensed God saying to me, reach out to the unchurched’ 
said participant G, while H said, ‘We've got to see people come to Christ. It's just 
surely what it's about.’ Interviewee B used the term ‘reach the communities that 
are yet unreached’ while others express it in slightly different ways. Nine 
missioners used the term ‘reach out’ or ‘reach,’ some multiple times.863 Other 
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missioners used similar phrases like ‘seek the lost’ or ‘reach out to lost people’864 
expressing that aspect of missio Dei of God’s activity of bringing people into a 
reconciled relationship with himself. The aspect of being sent out then is coupled 
with the bringing in. 
For some missioners, reaching the unreached for God is at the heart of 
their purpose, articulating an aspect of the theological imaginary. ‘Its mission is 
to reach out, not get entrenched looking within,’ stated participant J when 
describing their hopes for their church. ‘Our motivation is going to all the world 
and preach the Gospel, make disciples, as Matthew 28, really that's what we're 
trying to be a part of, along with many other groups.’865 This core sense of 
mission-need came up numerous times. Interviewee D1 said, ‘I absolutely believe 
that people getting to know Jesus is the answer. Not that we should be ramming 
it down anybody's throat anyway. Our lives should just show that to people.’ The 
statement by participant R reflected the sentiment of numerous church planters: 
‘I think, in the end, people need the gospel. It's not overcomplicated, really.’  
As noted above, sent out to reach the unreached might be considered a 
narrower expression of the larger theme of missio Dei, reflecting God’s purpose 
in the world to reunite all to himself. In one respect, reaching the unreached might 
be seen as a generalized expression of missio Dei – God’s mission in the world 
to bring all people to know him as Lord, but it is also one which has a smaller 
focus than the whole of what missio Dei expresses. There is potential of a focus 
which is too narrow on individual salvation seen in the sub-theme reaching the 
unreached, but this is ameliorated to a degree with evidence in other categories 
including kingdom transformation and community activity. More will be 
considered on this in Chapter 5.  
Joining in God’s mission. Only one missioner (F1) mentioned the actual 
term missio Dei, when speaking about their mission training. However, three 
other missioners used phrases like “joining Jesus’ mission” or “joining God in his 
work.” This is language which is more explicitly similar to the term missio Dei. 
Participant B spoke of this in several different ways. ‘The vision is to be a people 
who are captivated by Jesus and abandoned to his mission.’ B also used the 
phrases ‘see what God is doing there and we are joining with him [God]’ and 
‘surrendering our lives and our agenda to his agenda.’ Participant E2 also used 
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the phrase ‘abandoned to his mission.’  Missioner N also said, ‘You just work 
where you sense God is at work and go and join him.’  While the term missio Dei 
was not used, there is a clear sense for these missioners that they were joining 
God in his mission, which is a fundamental aspect of missio Dei.  
Reaching out focuses activities. The purposes of reaching the 
unreached then focuses activities within the community. Participant A spoke of 
the variety of outreach activities they did, such as work in the arts, dance, at 
festivals, and clubs in town centre, to try to make connections with people. Then 
for A, the challenge was to further those relationships, through arts activities. 
They said, ‘Right, how do we engage with the seekers when it's not a fair? How 
do we get this more ongoing type contact? We decided that the arts was the way 
to go.’ This was a common theme threaded through conversations: activities 
within the church as outreach to make connections and share the gospel. As they 
spoke about using different approaches to mission, interviewee B noted that their 
practical service was directed towards sharing Jesus. ‘We're placing ourselves 
among the people day in and day out, constantly filling the city with the story of 
who Jesus is and what he has done for us at the end. Doing that practically 
through serving the needs of the city.’866 Missioner L looked at their context, saw 
the need to reach out to particular groups of people, including single mums, and 
worked on activities directed to that need. L says, ‘I think at one point I saw there's 
over 200 single mums on our estate, most of them probably teenagers, so I'm 
looking into that. I'm going, "Okay, well, how do we make sure to reach out to 
those first? What's our strategy to reaching to those guys?"’ Meeting the needs 
of the community in specific ways which directs ministry activity is similar to 
contextualization, but coming from the motivation of missio Dei.  
The basic principle of sharing the gospel message to those around them 
is an important aspect of the imaginary – being a witness in the world. In an 
interview with participant C, they said they had spoken to their congregation over 
a number of weeks, wanting their church to embrace the mission to bring others 
to faith. C said, ‘And so I'd try every week to expose my heart and people's hearts 
to say, “We want things comfortable, we want things safe, we want people who 
look like us to be in our church. But Jesus came for all outsiders, to seek and 
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save the lost and he turns it all upside down. Do we have a heart like this? A little 
bit?”’  
A selection of quotations from the additional sub-theme mission as sent 
out to bring people in to God is in Table 14. 
4.5.2 The Essential Nature of the Church as Sent 
 The sub-theme around the essential nature of the church as sent is one 
which is subtle but important. Within the missio Dei concept is that of a church 
which is missional by its very nature. This is in contrast to an understanding of 
the church which has mission as a programme or as an add-on to a more 
internally focused life. Seeing the church as a sent group came out in 16 
interviews with 38 references. Here the heart of the church is one of being sent 
on God’s mission, a part of the fundamental nature of what it is to be the church. 
Missioner C discussed their hope that their activities ‘…produces a community of 
people where mission is not something we say, we do, it’s something that we 
actually live where we are.’ They went on to emphasize the outward impulse 
connected with the inward understanding of the essence of the church, asking 
those in their congregation the question, ‘Do you have a heart to make 
relationships with non-Christians? That is the very reason that we exist. Not to 
have a cosy thing.’867 Understanding mission as fundamental to the nature of the 
church changes how one views not only church but life; it is an all-encompassing, 
rather than compartmentalized, understanding of mission. This was expressed 
by J, saying, ‘The mission field is every minute, every day, and how do we 
recognize what the Holy Spirit is doing so we can walk in step with that.’ In a 
similar sentiment, participant Q spoke of seeking to create a culture and identity 
of devotion which resulted in a community which was Jesus-centred and focused 
on mission.868  
The church as going out. Some participants discussed how their church 
communities are sent as the directional aspect of the church in mission going out. 
Participant R said that when thinking of their larger church base, from which they 
planted, they said the emphasis was for them to go. ‘We're not going to stay here 
and just build up numbers. We're going to be sowing out, giving out, and we'll 
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have to believe God to provide for what we need in Hereford.’869 Missio Dei 
includes being sent or going out to others. In an interview with participant G, they 
said, ‘We're a “go-to-them” church.’ They went on to discuss how their whole 
philosophy was that of going to where others were, in their setting, saying, 
‘They're not going to gather, they're not going to sign on the dotted line. That's 
why we have to go to them.’ Participant M told the story of how their initial 
outreach was not connecting with those they wanted to reach. This caused them 
to reflect and change directions. M said, ‘We won't expect them to come to us. 
We're going to them. We'll change our ways.’ This same sentiment is echoed by 
participant L, who said, ‘Let’s take church to them. Out of that grew this desire to 
start Spirit-filled churches on housing estates.’  
 Being sent as following the biblical example. The impulse to go out 
arises in part for some missioners from following the biblical example. There is 
some overlap with the incarnational theme, but with the emphasis on the church’s 
nature as sent. When casting vision with their church plant, participant E2 
encourages their fellowship to look to the example of the early church. ‘I'll often 
say start in Acts, because actually that's what, you're part of a church plant. And 
that's what God’s, Jesus’ followers went out and did when they began to go to 
the nations.’ Others discussed being ‘abandoned to his [Jesus] mission’ or of 
being ‘devoted to Jesus, building community and mission together.’870 The 
example of Jesus also is a sending out impetus for interviewee F2, who says 
when speaking of Jesus, ‘When he sent his disciples into the world, he sent them 
to heal, to cast out demons, to preach the good news, to bring good news to the 
poor, to feed the hungry - that is what we came to do. We came to go out.’ Both 
biblical command and the divine example send missioners out in mission, forming 
a part of the understanding in the theological imaginary. 
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme the essential nature of the 
church as sent is in Table 15. 
4.5.3 Mission as Emerging from God’s Activity and Agency 
Another nuanced aspect of the missio Dei is that of mission as emerging 
from God’s activity and agency. The emphasis here is on God’s desire to be 
restoring all the earth, on God’s mission, rather than the church being the active 
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agent in mission. The church joins God in his mission, rather than being the 
primary agent. Sentiments like this came up 20 times amongst 12 participants. 
Participant N noted that ‘You just work where you sense God is at work, and go 
and join him.’ N went on to describe this in detail, from a passage in Luke 10. 
This text functioned as a missional text for N, because ‘it's also a text that tells us 
the responsibility of what happens isn't ours. The responsibility is God's. He calls 
us to go.’ A very similar thing was said by participant P and B.871  
Other missioners evidenced a view that they were looking for God at work 
in the world. Watching for God’s work in the world shifts the agency from human 
activity to God’s activity. In an interview with C, they noted, ‘You want to be 
sensitive to what God is doing.’ Participant R noted they were watching for God’s 
activity in their new location, saying ‘Let's just go up to Ross, and see what God 
will do. That was it. It's all we had.’ Activities in ministry can be varied, and might 
also seem unimportant or simple on the face of things. However, church planters 
noted that the focus was not on the activity, but on God’s action in and through 
the activity and through the people. ‘So that, the vision was never massive, 
because God will build his church. It's completely God's to build’ says participant 
D1. In speaking of church activities, ‘It's just a vehicle that God wants to use, and 
it's his work in us and through us that's going to make the difference.’872 Only one 
participant spoke of God as having a missional nature, or being a missionary 
God. Participant H articulated this and several aspects of the missio Dei.  
Well, God is primarily a missionary God. We are now in a missionary 
context, wake up and smell the coffee that things have got to be different. 
We've got to find ways in which we can reach out to lost people, because 
we are a minority group in a missionary context. We've got to change the 
way we think, change the way we do church or change the focus and the 
culture of the church to a missionary focus and culture, so that's where we 
were coming from.873 
 
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme mission as emerging from 
God’s activity and agency is in Table 16. 
4.5.4 Mission as Restoring All of Creation 
 The least mentioned aspect of missio Dei amongst participants is mission 
as restoring all of creation. Only three people mentioned this one time each. This 
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sub-theme expresses how every part of society, all the earth, is included in God’s 
purview to restore and make right. This expansive understanding of the missio 
Dei then translates to the church in participation with that wide mission. When 
speaking of Jesus, missioner F noted the breadth of activity Jesus’ ministry 
covered, and the call to participate in the same. ‘When he sent his disciples into 
the world, he sent them to heal, to cast out demons, to preach the good news, to 
bring good news to the poor, to feed the hungry - that is what we came to do. We 
came to go out.’ Participant J expressed this sub-theme well in explaining how 
they see their church reaching out. ‘People are reaching out into all their spheres 
of influence, whatever part of society they're in, or work setting they're in, people 
are reaching out to colleagues and friends.’ A similar comment came from 
missioner R, who said, 
One thing that has changed over the last ten years is how the church can 
influence every area of society. … people that are involved in the arts, as 
artists, as managers in theatres, we have people involved in politics, 
people in business, and to understand how the gospel can influence and 
infiltrate those areas, be salt and light and bring the kingdom to the whole 
earth. 
 
While this sub-theme was only specifically spoken of three times, missioners 
actions did express a wide variety of missional activities in many areas of the 
world as seen in kingdom transformation and an active community. However, 
motivations for these actions which express the missio Dei aspect of restoring all 
of creation did not come through frequently in words, so are unknown. More will 
be discussed in Chapter 5. 
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme mission as restoring all of 
creation is in Table 18. 
4.5.5 Summary of Participation in the Missio Dei 
Participating in the missio Dei is a central part of the theological imaginary 
of almost all missioners interviewed. The straight forward missional purpose to 
share the gospel and see people come into relationship with God holds a core 
aspect of how participants imagine their ministry. This core purpose shapes their 
activities. To reach the unreached is an aspect of missio Dei, but might be 
considered either a short-hand for a larger expression of mission, or it might be 
considered to be a narrow expression of missio Dei. Missioners generally see 
themselves and their congregations as sent. This is not surprising as each are 
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people involved in new church work, often experimental and with the purpose of 
breaking new ground. Most but not all interviewees stated this in words. An 
understanding as sent to participate with God’s missional purposes came through 
for some as a key ministry purpose of the church. The more nuanced aspects of 
recognizing God’s agency come for some missioners. Least articulated in words 
is God’s purpose to restore all creation. As a whole, expressing an understanding 
and participation in God’s mission in the world comes through as a part of the 
theological imaginary of missioners interviewed.  
 
4.6 Seeking Kingdom Transformation in Society 
 
 Transforming society through intentionally living out the ways of the 
kingdom of God is a theme which comes up 62 times for the church planters 
interviewed, with 16 out of 18 interviews giving at least one example of this. 
Seeing the kingdom of God expressed through the life of the church has a 
particularly outward orientation. It is both active and passive. It is primarily active 
in trying to influence society by bringing aspects of the kingdom of God into being 
through social action, pursuit of societal welfare and acts of common good. 
Missioner J’s church worked as volunteers in an adult learning centre, and started 
a community café in an abandoned shopfront.874 One participant was ‘finding 
ways to help people into work who wouldn’t normally be able to work.’875 
Participant F1 spoke passionately about investing in the life of their community 
saying, ‘We did as much as we could to be a part of this community, to enable it 
to flourish, to contribute to the world being in people's lives in this area.’ It is 
passive in the understanding that the church community is to live out in itself the 
ways of the kingdom of God here and now. ‘Our mission focus…there isn’t 
necessarily a strategy. You have to just live,’ says participant I, speaking of 
wanting to see wholeness in their community and being an example of what 
God’s kingdom is like.  
Sub-themes include having an activist faith which is serving society 
towards positive change, and where the church is involved in every area of 
society. The activist faith sometimes is expressed in social justice involvement, 
or is sometimes seen more generally in a faith community active in a variety of 
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things which serve the wider society. Overcoming the sacred/secular divide is 
part of the vision of being involved in every area of society, demonstrating a 
holistic understanding of faith. Lastly, the church living out the kingdom of God 
as an example to the wider society sometimes expresses an eschatological 
understanding of mission, living out the kingdom of God here and now. The sub-
themes for this category are: 
Seeking kingdom transformation in society 
• church as having an activist faith which is serving society 
• eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of God here and now 
• transforming every area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular 
divide) 
4.6.1 Church as Having an Activist Faith Which is Serving Society 
 Church planters who were interviewed noted the importance of being 
active in serving their communities. In statements and in examples of their 
activities, there is an intentional effort to engage in activities which help bring 
positive change to various arenas of society. This was the most expressed sub-
category amongst interviewees, noted 44 times by 15 participants. This sub-
theme is articulating a general desire to see the world changed by the church 
being active and influencing society towards transformation. It has some 
similarities to the sub-theme below, around transforming all of creation, but is the 
bigger picture of the church as active in society to enact change. Several 
missioners described their goal as seeing their community transformed. 
Participant B said they wanted to see change, ‘seeing our community 
transformed by demonstrating the compassion of God, to living lives, seeing the 
power of God at work.’ Q notes that, ‘And in terms of vision, we talk about we 
want to see people's lives transformed and the city transformed.’ The drive to see 
change was an integral part of their imaginary – the dreams and motivations 
which fuel their ministry. Missioners expressed the desire that their churches 
would have an impact where they worked. This was communicated well by 
participant E1. ‘But just the fact that you can actually impact that town and have 
that impact, I think, that is the thing that started to excite me. That we're not just 
here to build a nice Sunday service for Christians. It's what impact we can have 
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on the town here.’876 The overall impulse to be an active agent in the 
transformation of a community is one aspect of kingdom theology demonstrated 
by missioners. Transformation of a place might be expressed generally: we want 
to see a community transformed by Jesus877 or through intentionally seeking 
ways to improve their area.878 Serving the community as a general purpose was 
echoed by G who says of their church, ‘I want them to become servants, to serve.’ 
Activities to transform society. A wide variety of activities came under 
this banner. These are mission communities which are intentionally active in 
seeking change in their locations. The activities can be quite varied, partly due to 
the gifts and interests of the missioners, and partly due to the needs of their 
communities. Participant A described how they had a passion for artists, and the 
work they had done to advocate for them in the town. A also described how it 
was someone else’s passion and expertise which led them to facilitate this person 
to start a new ministry. ‘The Town Centre Chaplaincy was born out of someone 
in the community who is a retired social worker. She wanted to set up a 
chaplaincy service.’879 In order to serve in their communities, missioners worked 
to identify the needs around them. ‘Our intention is to go out into the community, 
identify what the holes are, and ask yourself what you're going to do about those 
problems,’ says participant F2.880 This led them to become involved in a wide 
variety of activities seeking to serve their community and see change. In their 
ministry, missioners F1 and F2 spoke of serving meals to those who are isolated, 
homeless, elderly, or addicts; they ran a dementia club and a food bank; they 
started a parents and babies group.881  Participant H noted, ‘We set up a charity 
here for families. Mentoring kids, family support and also working with English as 
an additional language because Leeds is the most cosmopolitan city outside of 
London in the UK.’ While the activities varied, the object of the activities focused 
on the church bringing about positive societal change. 
 Partnerships in service. Partnership to serve in the community and see 
transformation is also key for some participants. They want to serve, but as much 
as possible, do it alongside others already engaged locally. For participant P this 
meant working with another charity: ‘Friday night meeting, it means we partner 
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with another charity to protect our church trust which has allotments and keeps 
chickens. We can take people there; we can get alongside people there. They 
can get an idea of what work would be like.’ For participant O this means 
engaging with a local café in social projects.882 In an interview with I, they 
described how their local engagement had been in partnership. ‘Most of, like, the 
work … would look like some are kind of ministry social action, where it has been 
done through the tenants’ and residents’ association.’883 Missioner J sought to 
bring together partnerships with local services for their community. J said, ‘We've 
got involved in setting up a community group, I suppose it would be called. It's 
based around residents and service providers. We got people from fire, police, 
council, adult learning, education, all of those kinds of things that are there. The 
whole point of it was to sit down, look at what was going on in the community, 
how can we help improve some of the areas.’ Partnerships enabled the 
participants to engage in different types of service in their communities towards 
change.  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as having an activist 
faith which is serving society is in Table 19. 
4.6.2 Eschatologically Focused on Living Out the Kingdom of God Here 
and Now 
 A church which is eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of 
God here and now came through for six participants, with 11 inclusions. The focus 
on this sub-theme is in part that of having an eschatological perspective, thinking 
of the living out kingdom to come in the current age. This sub-theme has 
similarities to being a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel, but the 
rationale is of a missional renewal of eschatology and the kingdom. The 
perspective in this sub-theme is that of seeing God’s kingdom come to earth now, 
in a theological understanding that bringing the kingdom is a part of the church’s 
call and ultimate end. 
Interviewees B and E1 and E2 discussed this sub-theme more than other 
missioners, demonstrating this aspect of kingdom transformation as a part of their 
theological imaginary. Participant B said they understood the tension of living in 
the ‘now and not yet’ of the kingdom. They went on to describe how they hoped 
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to see the power of God at work, ‘the tools of the kingdom being active in the 
church’ and then in their community.884 It is the eschatological understanding of 
the kingdom which distinguishes this sub-theme. Participant E1 described how 
they wanted to participate in the “now and not yet of the kingdom,” giving an 
example of praying for people when they were out and about. ‘I pray for people. 
I expect God to move. He might not move every single time. That's been the big 
shift, the whole kingdom theology, I think that has been a big shift for me, and the 
fact that God can use us and work through us.’885 Participant E2 noted they 
wanted to see the church expressing the kingdom now, ‘…and actually doing the 
stuff of the kingdom, and that how we wanted to be a church that does the stuff 
of the kingdom.’ This view of a kingdom which is active now comes through 
particularly in the imaginary of these two interviews.  
Some missioners didn’t use the phrase “now and not yet” but spoke of 
wanting people to experience the kingdom life now. Participant D2 described 
some reflection they had done on ‘transforming spaces into kingdom places’ and 
the concept of safe space. D2 said, ‘It's about safe space, so that you can then 
go back and face your lousy life in a little bit, knowing that next week, you'll be 
coming for some more safe space. It's just giving people these glimpses of the 
kingdom of God to them in the hope of what then happens is people then turn up 
for church service, and there find God for themselves.’ One description of this 
sub-theme was with missioner F1, who spoke about being saved, and their 
change in perspective. ‘And the whole idea about being saved. Saved for what? 
Saved for Heaven? Saved from Hell? Or saved from the life that you were living 
to a transformed life now? That would be more in my thinking. … much more 
saved so that you understand the fullness of the kingdom of God in your life 
now.’886  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme a church which is 
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4.6.3 Transforming Every Area of Society (Overcoming the Sacred/Secular 
Divide) 
 A ministry which is involved in transforming all parts of society, which then 
overcomes the sacred/secular divide, is the third and smallest sub-theme, with 
seven references amongst seven missioners. This sub-theme is very similar to 
mission as restoring all creation in the missio Dei theme, but coming from the 
kingdom transforming all areas of life rather than from the perspective of God’s 
broad purposes in the world. The sense of this sub-theme within the literature is 
that Christian faith extends to all parts of life and should not be relegated to 
“spiritual” aspects of life, separated from “secular” aspects of life. This aspect was 
conveyed well by missioner R:  
One thing that has changed over there the last ten years is how the church 
can influence every area of society. … people that are involved in the arts, 
as artists, as managers in theatres, we have people involved in politics, 
people in business, and to understand how the gospel can influence and 
infiltrate those areas, be salt and light and bring the kingdom to the whole 
earth.887  
 
The church encourages a holistic discipleship in bringing the kingdom 
influence to all areas of society and of the world, in a way that overcomes seeing 
something as sacred and other things as secular. Missioner N discussed the 
holistic nature of God’s work to all areas in life from a passage in scripture which 
inspired their ministry. ‘God made everything. He saw it, he loved it, he created 
it. All of that, the whole image, right, and that particular work with people, working 
with people that have mental health issues, it was a transformational text.’888 
Connecting faith and life is a part of this sub-theme, reflected by participant O 
who says, ‘I suppose sometimes church, big church on a Sunday can feel a bit 
detached from the real world and real life. And working out how Christian faith is 
applied in the everyday, where I'm sort of at.’ This same sense of connecting the 
sacred and secular or spiritual and every day comes out in a comment by M, who 
says, ‘We gather people to do environmental work, creative work, making bird 
boxes, planting trees, bonfires and then use that as a vehicle to start talking about 
life and faith and that's in its very early stages.’  This sub-theme is another where 
there are fewer who spoke of it directly in words, but it could be argued there is 
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evidence of this sub-theme in activities seen in other categories above, such as 
the church rooted and active in a location and contextualized for a locality.  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme church as involved in 
transforming every area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular divide) is in 
Table 21. 
4.6.4 Summary of Seeking Kingdom Transformation 
 The church being involved in activities which transform society into the 
ways of the kingdom is a part of the theological imaginary in 16 out of 18 
interviews. Its expressions are sometimes seen in actions rather than statements, 
and the more nuanced aspects tended not to be articulated very frequently. It is 
a very commonly shared part of the theological imaginary amongst participants 
that the church is active in serving society. The desire is to see society 
transformed by the activities of the church, bringing the ways of the kingdom to 
the world. This involves a wide variety of activities. Missioners are active in many 
types of service to their communities and neighbours. The aspect of overcoming 
the sacred/secular divide was not expressed frequently but did form part of the 
imaginary for a few missioners. The specifically eschatological aspect of kingdom 
transformation now came through for several participants. Activities of 
transforming society are evident in both actions and words for church planters 
who were interviewed.  
 
4.7 Being Incarnational in Mission 
 
Of the five themes seen in the literature, being incarnational in mission is the 
least referenced theme, with a total of 51 occurrences amongst 13 interviews. 
This theme includes a new focus on the person of Jesus in the life of the church 
and mission. The interview with participant B expressed this strongly, saying 
‘That came out of a sense of, we want to have a community that is really clear on 
its purposes of what we're about but most of all that it’s been fuelled and founded 
and centred and grounded in Jesus.’ Others used similar phrases like ‘it had to 
really be Christ-centred’ and ‘follow Jesus.’889 The incarnation is a model for 
mission emphasizing the church following Jesus’ example as sent to identify with 
a specific time in history, culture, and location. The person of Jesus provides both 
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inspiration and a model for outreach for missioners. Missioner E2 noted, ‘I 
suppose we draw people back again and again to the Bible, but particularly the 
gospels and all that Jesus was doing when he was out in his own community and 
the communities around him.’ The incarnation also brings into discussion a 
church which embodies a representation of God to others. The sub-themes within 
being incarnational in mission are: 
Being incarnational in mission 
• the incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus 
• the incarnation models mission 
• the church embodies and represents God to others 
4.7.1 The Incarnational Church has a Renewed Focus on the Person of 
Jesus 
 The most frequently noted sub-theme around incarnational mission is the 
incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus. This solicited 
30 out of the full category’s 51 mentions from 11 church planters. The interview 
data for this sub-theme was expressed particularly by five participants, 
accounting for 23 of the 30 sub-theme occurrences. Participants B and E1/E2 
had 7 notations, participant F2 had 5, and participant J had 4, with the remaining 
7 occurrences shared between 6 participants. While the content of the renewed 
focus on the person of Jesus is fairly consistent across the participants, there are 
some directional nuances seen across a number of occurrences: an inward focus 
on Jesus and an outward focus on Jesus, or both together.  
 Inward focus on Jesus. Participants expressed a focus on Jesus within 
their faith and within their congregations. This inward orientation of the focus on 
Jesus in the incarnation points to the person of Jesus as the centre of their faith. 
Missioners expressed this in several ways. Participant F1 expressed their faith: 
‘For me, it's less of an instant “say this prayer” and you're saved, but more of a 
wanting to follow Jesus idea.’ Missioner B also used a similar phrase, saying 
‘How do we just remain as faithful followers of Jesus who have got a call to lead 
a people?’ In an interview with G, they said, ‘We really do need to start with 
Christ…’ while missioner J used the term ‘Christ-centred.’ The inward focus on 
the person of Jesus as central to the life of the congregation comes through 
clearly for several missioners. ‘And I know we say this in church, it's a quite 
cheesy saying, but it's true, it had to really be Christ-centred, so that everything 
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flows out of our relationship with Him, and not out of a clever idea or a programme 
we can put on, if that makes sense,’ communicates participant J. 
 Outward focus on Jesus. For some church planters, a focus on Jesus is 
towards mission and outreach, giving this focus an outward orientation. The focus 
on Jesus is for others to know him. This aspect of an outward focus on Jesus can 
be seen in numerous statements in the interview with E1 and E2. Speaking of the 
vision of their church, E1 states, ‘All about Jesus and that people are in either a 
journey towards it or away. ...we constantly try to point people to Jesus.’ 
Participant E2 also said they wanted their church to ‘share Jesus,’ which was 
similar to terms used by participant J who says they hoped people would ‘find 
Jesus’ and participant F1 who said they wanted people to come to ‘follow Jesus.’ 
The outward orientation of the focus on Jesus came through for participant B. 
‘We're placing ourselves among the people day in and day out, constantly filling 
the city with the story of who Jesus is and what he has done for us at the end. 
Doing that practically through serving the needs of the city.’890 
Inward and outward focus on Jesus. Some participants combined both 
inward and outward orientations of a focus on Jesus. It was a focus on Jesus and 
their relationship with Jesus which also sent them on mission. Missioner B had 
several comments about the connection for their church between a focus on 
Jesus and his mission. ‘The vision for our – the thread through our vision, is to 
be a people who are captivated by Jesus, and abandoned to his mission.’ As they 
explain vision to their congregation, ‘And we say well then, if we met Jesus, if 
Jesus is at the centre of our lives, if we now are a part of a family and we're 
surrendering our life and our agenda to his agenda, and to the agenda of the 
corporate expression of the church, and we're learning what it is to love him and 
love one another and love those around us, we’re then being the church….’891 It 
was not only missioner B who expressed something of an inward and outward 
focus on Jesus. Interviews with Q, K and F1/F2 evidenced both an inward focus 
on Jesus and sharing Jesus with their communities.892 Participant E2 expressed 
an understanding of the mission of the church as one they were called by Jesus 
to do. ‘We are here to make an impact for Jesus, not only being Mansfield's best 
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friend doing all these nice things, we're doing it because Jesus is calling us to do 
it.’893 
 Strong emotional response. The focus on the person of Jesus provoked 
strong responses at times. In reflecting on their mission training, and encounter 
with one particular missional literature book, church planter F2 said it had 
revolutionized their image of Jesus. They said, ‘The tears came because I could 
hold onto Jesus far more easily. This was the kind of Jesus I wanted to hold on 
to. That was a real kind of awakening.’894 Also passionate was a response from 
J, saying ‘I'm passionate to see people find Jesus.’  Emotionally provocative 
language came through as demonstrated above by mission B, who used phrases 
including, ‘fuelled and founded and centred and grounded in Jesus,’ and 
‘captivated by Jesus and abandoned to his mission.’895  Participant Q spoke of 
devotion, remarking ‘We talk about everything that we do to be about devotion, 
devotion to Jesus, building community and mission together.’ 
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme the incarnational church has 
a renewed focus on Jesus is in Table 22. 
4.7.2 The Incarnation Models Mission 
 The incarnation is particularly highlighted as a model for mission in 
contemporary Western culture. Jesus’ incarnation models and thus motivates 
being sent to identify with people at a deep level. The incarnation models a church 
which identifies with people in a time and place, as well as ways in which Jesus 
lived on earth. This sub-theme is mentioned 13 times by nine of those 
interviewed. This sub-theme has the particular emphasis of Jesus and the 
incarnation as a model which inspires people in mission in some way. Participants 
find different pathways and encouragement for their ministries in observing Jesus 
coming to the world.  
General incarnational theology. Only two church planters used the term 
“incarnational” in relationship to being a model for mission. In an interview with 
D2, they noted they had originally wanted to go to a different city and live 
incarnationally. They said,  
Being in Clapton was really similar to that but it was more, you know, rather 
than having church in your homes, we were just there everyday in a coffee 
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shop or charity shop. …It is incarnational because, like what you'd find 
inside Clapton is just an overflow from the street, isn't it? Whoever's walking 
around in Clapton, in Hackney, you find in here in Clapton. 
 
Missioner F1 talked about learning how to be incarnational in their training, and 
this is an aspect of what they wanted to do in their community.896 The most explicit 
explanation of a theology of incarnation was articulated by church planter G. 
When asked what inspired their model for mission, G said of Jesus, quoting the 
beginning of the book of John, ‘He pitched his tent among us, and he became a 
particular man, in a particular context, in a particular culture, in a particular place, 
in a particular country, at a particular time. I decided to model my church planting 
and mission on Jesus.’ Jesus in the incarnation provided the model for this church 
planter in their ministry. Being the presence of Jesus, and identifying with the 
location was also important to missioner B. They asked, ‘What would it look like 
for a bunch of followers of Jesus from that community, in that background, to 
gather together, to worship, to allow the Bible to inform them and shape them and 
apply it to their lives… to be Jesus' hands and feet where they are?’  
 Specific aspects of the incarnation provide a model. Church planter Q 
spoke of being sent, modelled on Jesus’ example. Q noted that, ‘If you look at 
the Gospel of Mark, Jesus was starting a church planting movement.’ This 
emphasis of being sent as Jesus was sent, and going, modelled after Jesus was 
also an emphasis for participant R. For R it was Jesus’ example of moving from 
place to place to bring the gospel, rather than settling in just one location.897 
Participant A reflected they saw Jesus doing discipleship by living in community, 
and they sought to emulate that.898 Similarly, in an interview with K, they spoke 
of example of Jesus and how that shaped their ministry activities and shaped 
their imagination.  ‘How did Jesus disciple? Did he just hold a Bible study? No. 
Did he ever go into people's homes? He moved into people's houses and he sat 
with them. He ate with them, had parties, he lived life with them and that's really 
kind of affected our church.’899  In an interview with A, they spoke of Jesus 
inspiring their living in community, and missioner M spoke of Jesus’ example of 
being a guest, which had inspired their ministry. The example of Jesus is woven 
into the imaginary for several missioners in different ways. 
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A selection of quotations from the sub-theme the incarnational models 
mission is in Table 23. 
4.7.3 The Church Embodies and Represents God to Others  
 The third sub-theme within being incarnational in mission is the church 
embodies and representation God to others. This sub-theme was seen in 8 
comments by 6 missioners. Here the church as a community is the living 
embodiment of God, which represents God to those around. It is the church 
demonstrating what God is like in the same way that Jesus in the incarnation 
embodied the divine. As Jesus came to show people what God is like, so the 
church is to show people what God is like. Participant G has the clearest 
expression of this sub-theme when explaining that in their ministry they wanted 
to be the witness and presence of Christ to others before undertaking other 
activities. Their reasoning for this approach was explained in this comment. ‘I 
didn't do anything. I didn't do any church planting for the first 18 months. And 
here's the theology, "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God, and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us."’900 
More generalized comments about being the presence of God modelled on 
Jesus’ example come in the interview with F1/F2.901 Another more generalized 
example of embodying God to others comes from missioner B, who wondered 
what it would look like for the church ‘…to be Jesus' hands and feet where they 
are?’ 
 The community itself is a reflection of God to the world, pointing to the 
divine nature. Participant A expressed this clearly when they said of their church 
community, ‘I see very much that we're trying to be an outflow of the Trinity.’ They 
noted that this idea had been very significant for them in the development of their 
community life. Participant B spoke of how they wanted to see their church being 
the person of God in their wider community. Participant K, who spoke most 
strongly of the church as a demonstration of the gospel also notes the difference 
between church as an event or church as a people who reflect God. ‘To change 
that view of the church is, where we turn up on a Sunday: “that's the church” to 
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“we are the church.” We are the called out ones. We are God's people. We are 
the ones that are supposed to be reflecting who God is to our neighbour.’902  
A selection of quotations from the sub-theme the church embodies and 
represents God to others is in Table 24. 
4.7.4 Summary of Being Incarnational in Mission 
 Incarnational mission is the fifth most referenced theme with missioners. 
Two-thirds of those interviewed referenced some part of the theme. The aspect 
that engaged the theological imaginary most significantly was a renewed focus 
on the person of Jesus. Church planters want their faith communities to be 
centred on the person of Jesus. One aspect of this is simply in having a living 
faith relationship with Jesus. This extends to his example in mission. To a much 
lesser extent, the incarnation as an embodied representation of God to others 
comes out as part of the imaginary. The renewed focus on Jesus was clearly 
expressed, but since the majority of the references came from four sources, it 
was still for the majority of participants a small part of the imaginary. More than 
half of missioners had comments expressing the incarnation, but this was a 
limited aspect of the imaginary. 
 
4.8 Summary of the Theological Imaginary in Participants 
  
 This chapter outlines the results of the interviews with missioners. The five 
key themes and sub-themes from the missional literature are clearly evidenced 
in the theological imaginary undergirding expectations of church life for 
missioners. They guide practice and fire the imagination for what church can be. 
As is seen in the results in this chapter, some concepts are highly operative with 
missioners, and others are not. The importance of being a community, the need 
for contextualization, and participation in the missio Dei are all significantly 
present in some aspects for all missioners. Less evident are the themes of 
seeking kingdom transformation in society and being incarnational in mission. 
The next task for this thesis is to compare the content from the missional literature 
in Chapter 3 to the data from themes evidenced above in Chapter 4 to detail a 
picture of the theological imaginary at work for missioners, and outline the 
resources which are supporting practice and those which are being overlooked. 
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Chapter 5 gives an overview of the patterns of data seen in Chapter 4 and gives 
an integrative picture of the theological imaginary, including those ideas which 









 The theological imaginary of practitioners and the resources offered by the 
missional church are at the centre of this research. The imaginary uncovers ideas 
and images which guide how missioners expect their church life to be. The 
missional literature offers materials to equip the church in mission. How are 
practitioners interacting with the themes found in the missional literature? 
Chapter 5 has two primary aims: to summarize the shape of the theological 
imaginary of church planters and to determine if the theological resources in the 
missional movement are being used as resources in practice by missioners. In 
Chapters 1 and 2, research goals 1-3 of the thesis are achieved: to describe 
relevant research to date; to describe postmodernity and post-Christendom as 
contextual factors of mission; and to give the background of the missional and 
emerging church movements as responses to the contextual factors. In Chapter 
3, research goal 4 is completed: to determine from representative literature the 
primary themes and sub-themes in the missional dialogue. In Chapter 4 research 
goal 5 is completed: to present the data on the theological imaginary from the 
empirical research with church planting practitioners. This chapter will address 
research goal 6: to compare the results from the empirical data to the themes in 
the literature to determine what themes are being influential to missioners and 
what is being overlooked.  
 To this end, this chapter details below the results from the research 
indicating that some but not all of the theological ideas in the missional 
conversation are functioning in the imaginaries of missioners interviewed. It will 
become apparent that while each of the five major themes are evidenced to some 
degree, some themes are only partially functional or largely absent. The themes 
which are not as functional are those which could connect activity in ministry to a 
deeper theological rationale for ministry activity. These overlooked aspects of 
theology can potentially enrich the theological imaginaries of both missioners and 
the congregations they lead.  
 In order to describe the theological imaginary motivating church planters 
in mission, each theme identified in the literature in Chapter 3 and analysed in 
the interview data in Chapter 4 is considered in turn, outlining the over-arching 
patterns seen in the interview data and in the missional literature for themes 
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present and themes absent. This chapter sets out to answer several questions. 
What theological ideas are missioners drawing from to support their new church 
work? The themes in the theological imaginary evidenced in church planters are 
compared to the themes offered in the missional literature to see what themes 
are functional and what themes are overlooked. Are the theological ideas in the 
missional movement, which are intended to renew the church in mission, being 
incorporated by missioners in practice? This results in an integrated picture of the 
theological imaginary, outlining the theological resources feeding the 
expectations of church and guiding practice. The themes from the literature which 
are not evidenced in the missioners’ practice are also considered to draw a 
picture of the potential impact of these on the theological imaginary in mission.  
 
5.2 Community in the Theological Imaginary 
 
 The importance of being a community is the most referenced theme in the 
interview data, with 161 occurrences in all 18 interviews. The sub-themes of being 
a community are: 
The importance of being a community 
• church as prioritizing being a caring community 
• church as being rooted with and active in a location 
• church as needing deep, authentic relationships  
• church as a community sent together on mission (inside to outside) 
• church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
• community is inclusive (additional sub-theme) 
 Community for missioners has two directions – internal and external. The 
internal quality of community relationships is one significant element of the 
theological imaginary – that these relationships are central and of a particular 
type. The most referenced sub-theme is around being a caring community and 
the third around having deep authentic relationships. The quality of relationships 
within the body is important. Some used biblically referenced images like body, 
flock and family. Others used terms like raw, authentic, real, and vulnerable. More 
than half of missioners particularly described a vision for close, deeply connected 
life together, while all missioners referenced the priority of being a caring 
community. Four participants focused almost exclusively on the internal 
relationships, not referencing external relationships. Structures are put in place 
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so that caring relationships happen through meeting schedules and prioritizing 
time together – meals, leisure time, worship in large and small groups. There is 
a purposefulness and intentionality to enabling the group to be more than an 
occasional gathering of people in a location, but to form together a community 
who live their lives together in caring, connected ways. Church as a community 
surpasses just attending a Sunday morning worship meeting but carries with it a 
hope of deep, purposeful relationality. The internal quality and priority of being a 
community was an expectation of church life for most participants.  
The second most referenced sub-theme is how relationships also extend 
outward to the community around the church, rooted and active in a location. The 
external relationship has different aspects, but is broadly about the church 
connecting and being in relationship with its surrounding community. Missioners 
wanted to know their specific communities, identify with the wider community, 
and be active in that community in a variety of ways. This external connection is 
also seen in service for kingdom transformation and contextualization for a 
locality. In one sense, the external community connection is nearly all 
underscored by a motivation of missio Dei – the church being a serving, visible, 
witnessing body in the world. Some expressed being rooted and active in a 
locality through geographic and demographic research; other missioners 
described the desire for their churches to be an integral part of their wider 
communities, being with and for the place they were located. The vision of the 
church as making a difference in the lives around them drove a great variety of 
activities – cafes to crèches, youth clubs to dementia support groups. Missioners’ 
activities were guided by a hope for their churches to relate well to their setting. 
Connection as a community which had an external direction was an integral part 
of the imaginary for most missioners.  
 The subtler aspect of a community sent together on mission (inside to 
outside) was articulated by eight missioners with 13 references. These 
participants made the explicit connection of the church as a community then 
together going outward in mission, a directional inside to outside movement. This 
was generally given a causal notation or grounding of “making relationships” and 
“being on mission together.” There is a great deal of evidence of mission activity 
by communities which counter-balances to some degree a reduced number who 
articulated a community together on mission. I think one could make the case 
that being on mission together was a more significant aspect of the imaginary 
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than came through in words. Whether this is understood as being on mission 
together in the sense that each member independently is on mission or in the 
sense that they are involved in a deeper, more corporate way on mission was 
sometimes hard to discern. Sometimes one way or the other was stated clearly 
and sometimes spoken of more generally. I believe both aspects of a close 
community on corporate and individual mission were expressed and evidenced 
in action. The purpose of a community on mission together guides the imaginary. 
The additional sub-theme of community is inclusive also has both internal 
and external aspects. Missioners wanted their church communities to be ones 
which are open to all (external), and where everyone can participate (internal). 
Both aspects were discussed in different ways as relevant to the congregational 
life and in connection to the wider community. Participants picture a community 
which has an openness to others of all types and a welcoming, inclusive spirit. 
They also envision a community where all can participate within community life, 
both in terms of all ages and in terms of those who might be considered “leaders” 
or “laity.” Inclusivity and wide participation is noted by 6 missioners as part of 
what they envision to characterize their communities. 
 The least referenced sub-theme is the church as a contrast community 
which demonstrates the gospel. Nine missioners spoke to this in some way, with 
13 references. The expression of being a contrast community was tentative in 
some cases, clear in others. It could be said that the categorization of data to this 
sub-theme was a generous one as it was sometimes more by implication than 
direct expression. Some missioners spoke of this in terms of the church showing 
people alternative ways to live, or as their community being a demonstration of 
God’s presence. One missioner spoke of their church being the presence of God 
and the tools of the kingdom present in their wider community. No missioner used 
the language “contrast community” or “demonstrating the gospel” but the sense 
of being an example of God’s presence within the community was expressed by 
some missioners.  
There were some references to community which use more explicitly 
theological language, and others that reference biblical or theological ideas. 
Specific language includes people who: have deep relationships in discipleship, 
are a family or the people of God, serve together, are the tools of the kingdom, 
are an overflow of the Trinity, representing the Triune God, and enable the 
priesthood of all believers. While this is a diverse set of theological concepts, and 
	 227 
some remain fairly general, they all express something of the desire for a 
congregation with qualities of deep spiritual relationships and purposeful 
missional relationships with the wider community. All missioners communicated 
the importance and priority of being a community, externally and internally, but 
less frequent was the expression of theological language similar to that around 
community in the missional literature.  
The church as community sent together on mission and being a contrast 
community which demonstrates the gospel are both theologically rooted and 
nuanced themes discussed in missional literature. These deeper theological 
themes were not frequently articulated by missioners. The idea of a contrast 
community which demonstrates the gospel is discussed by Michael Frost in 
Exiles, by Graham Tomlin in The Provocative Church, and by Lois Barrett in 
Treasures in Clay Jars.903 A more detailed biblical outline describing the church 
as the people of God is seen in From Eternity to Here by Frank Viola.904 Viola 
also discusses the church as the biblical ideal of a family.  
In general terms, the importance of being a community is discussed in 
missional literature, and this was significantly expressed in the theological 
imaginary of participants. In Emerging Churches, Gibbs and Bolger give three 
core practices, one of which is living as community.905 The priority of community 
is also highlighted in Being Church, Doing Life by Moynagh, Organic Community 
by Myers, and Small is Big, Slow is Fast by Kalinowski.906 The more generalized 
expression of the priority of community and a community serving together in a 
location was the understanding of community most expressed by missioners. 
This serving community, rooted and active in a location, was both spoken of and 
demonstrated in activity amongst church planters. This is written about in 
missional literature like The Externally Focused Church.907 Participants noted 
both a sense of geographical connection as discussed in The New Parish, and 
                                                
903 Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture. Barrett. Tomlin and Society for 
Promoting Christian.  
904 Viola. 
905 Gibbs and Bolger. Pages 43-45 and 89-116. 
906 Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel Communities Where Life Happens. 
Caesar Kalinowski, Small Is Big, Slow Is Fast : Living and Leading Your Family and Community 
on God's Mission (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2014). Myers. 
907 See also Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel Communities Where Life 
Happens. Rusaw and Swanson. 
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to a lesser degree a network relationship connection centring from a location, as 
discussed in Liquid Church.908  
An authentic community which is an outward reaching community, or a 
community sent together on mission (inside to outside) is seen as a significant 
theme throughout the missional literature. Everyday Church and The Tangible 
Kingdom are amongst books where this features heavily.909 It is the 
characterization of a missional community, as seen in Huckins and Yackley’s 
Thin Places.910 A community sent on mission together is also discussed in the 
literature as seen in the missio Dei section. The additional sub-theme of inclusivity 
is discussed in missional literature. This is an element noted in the literature, 
particularly in Emerging Churches by Gibbs and Bolger, and The Missional 
Leader by Roxburgh and Romanuk.911 The search for deep authenticity in 
relationships comes through in missional authors James Bielo and Michael Frost, 
where both authors note the drive for honesty and integrity in relationships reflect 
a contrast to a hyper-real world and fill a deficit felt in contemporary culture.912  
The overall theological imaginary coming through in the theme of 
community is prioritizing a genuine, caring community life, which is active in 
outreach to the wider community. There is both a focus of intentional energy on 
the quality of deep, loving relationships in the internal community life as well as 
the focus of intentional energy to connect as a church body with the external 
community. Missioners were guided by an image of the church which is deeply 
communal. It is their expectation that relationships are made and nurtured. 
Approximately half of the participants connected community and mission – being 
sent together. Others expressed either community internally referenced and 
community externally referenced, but not necessarily the nuance of sent together. 
Community is both for its own sake as a family of God and active for the sake of 
God’s mission – both of which are discussed in missional literature. Community 
life is most often referenced to theological concepts of being a family or body of 
Christ and is often oriented to missio Dei outreach. Being a family on mission 
fires the imagination. An emphasis on community was infrequently linked to the 
                                                
908 Sparks, Sorens, and Friesen. Ward, Liquid Church. 
909 Chester and Timmis, Everyday Church : Gospel Communications on Mission., Halter and 
Smay. 
910 Huckins and Yackley. 
911 Gibbs and Bolger. Roxburgh and Romanuk. 
912 Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture. Page 81. Bielo. Pages 16-21. 
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deeper theological concept of being an intentional contrast community 
demonstrating the gospel.  
 
5.3 Contextualization in the Theological Imaginary 
 
 Missioners conveyed the need for contextualization in their ministries 154 
times. All 18 interviews reflected on the changes in culture and the need for their 
church plants to fit their context. It was the second most referenced theme and 
includes the following sub-themes: 
The need for contextualization in mission 
• the need for contextualization for a specific locality 
• the need for the church to be contextualized for a changing culture 
• frustration with the existing church for not being contextualized 
• the need for contextualization for mission in a post-Christendom context  
• creativity in contextualization (additional sub-theme) 
 Many missioners spoke at length about contextualization as a part of the 
vision for their churches. The overwhelming number of mentions connected to 
this theme come from the first two sub-themes (122 of 154) of contextualizing for 
a specific locality and for a changing culture. Contextualization for a specific 
locality was the largest sub-theme for missioners. During each interview, 
participants discussed their particular place – demographics of the community, 
the people, history, and those with whom they were connected locally. Missioners 
spoke knowledgably of their location. Some spoke passionately and in detail 
about the place where they ministered. They spoke of the needs – social 
deprivation, joblessness, loneliness, single parents and aging pensioners. Some 
church planters sought out local partnerships to engage and serve their wider 
communities. They had a heart for their towns, cities or villages. Offering a church 
and ministry for their specific location is an integral part of church planter’s vision.  
 Contextualization for the changing culture was the second largest sub-
theme with half of missioners speaking of this change. The emphasis shifts here 
from the local to the change in the wider culture. The recognition of wider changes 
in culture was noted: two missioners named it postmodernity, a few noted 
characteristics of cultural change, and some noted just generally it was “new 
times/new context.” Only a few missioners used the term contextualization or 
context. Others noted they wanted to be relevant, authentic, organic, indigenous, 
	 230 
or accessible. Participants recognized that the shape of the wider culture has had 
significant changes and that it was important for their churches to consider this in 
the shape of their ministries. There is a genuine desire for the new churches to 
connect with the current shape of the culture. It is a desire for more than half of 
missioners to contextualize due to changes in the broader culture.  
 The third sub-theme is frustration with the existing church for not being 
contextualized. This theme was expressed once each by six missioners, with 
varying degrees of emotion. Only two participants expressed significant emotion 
with the existing church not being contextualized. This was not a significant 
aspect of the theological imaginary around contextualization for participants. 
Frustration is a theme which threads through some missional literature (as 
discussed in section 2.4.4, Development of the Emerging Church Movement). 
Emergent authors Dave Tomlinson, Tony Jones and Brian McLaren articulate 
both frustration with the inherited church and the need for significant re-thinking 
of theology and ecclesiology in light of the changing culture.913  
 The smallest sub-theme was contextualizing specifically for post-
Christendom. Only three missioners noted verbally the changed position of the 
church in culture, one by naming post-Christendom. Participants spoke 
throughout the interviews of the drive to see people reached with the gospel and 
the needs in their area, but only a few noted a post-Christendom context 
connected to mission need. Together, the three sub-themes on contextualization 
for locality, wider culture, and post-Christendom cover the range of 
contextualization, each emphasising different aspects.  
 There is an additional sub-theme based on data which is creativity in 
contextualization. More than half of the interviews included comments on being 
imaginative, creative, pioneering new things, and being flexible. Not only was this 
specifically mentioned, but mission activity showed a great deal of creativity. 
Creativity is a quality – a value for missioners around contextualization. It 
expresses a part of the imaginary for how they want to do mission. It was not one 
of the sub-themes initially selected from the literature, but it is discussed in the 
literature. ‘Creating as created beings’ is one of the nine patterns of the emerging 
church in Gibbs and Bolger’s research in Emerging Churches.914 Murray, Drane, 
                                                
913 Tomlinson, The Post Evangelical. Jones, The New Christians : Dispatches from the 
Emergent Frontier. McLaren, Everything Must Change: Jesus, Global Crises, and a Revolution 
of Hope. The Church on the Other Side: Doing Ministry in the Postmodern Matrix. 
914 Gibbs and Bolger. See Chapters 8 and 9, pages 155-190. 
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and Frost and Hirsch all highlight creativity in missional and emerging church 
activity.915 Other texts catalogue creative efforts in mission.916 
 In four church plants, missioners either spoke just a little about connecting 
with the community, about being accessible in a general manner, or didn’t 
address contextualization much beyond knowledge of the local area. It was not a 
large part of their expressed imaginary for this small group. A larger group of 
seven church plants spoke of contextualizing their church activities. This group 
of missioners had considered their context, location, and the culture around them 
and sought to shape church ministry to that context. This included intentional 
thought processes resulting in modified practices of church including how and 
where they held church services, the components, size, and focus of content for 
those services, the communication styles, and the specific engagement with 
community needs. This group of church plants showed that contextualization is 
part of their imaginary. The last group of seven church plants not only included 
the previous intentionality to contextualize but carried this further. Rather than 
starting with traditional church forms and making adaptations, these missioners 
worked as much as possible from the context to shape their church plants. While 
no church planter can entirely get rid of their assumptions and inherited forms, 
these missioners expressed and demonstrated a substantial amount of creativity, 
energy, and willingness to contextualize. Some of these missioners spent 
considerable time in listening to and observing their context before beginning 
ministry activity. They demonstrated flexibility in having non-traditional forms of 
church or multiple types of gatherings to suit different situations. Participants in 
this group meaningfully shaped their expectations of church around their setting. 
Considering their context was an important aspect of the imaginary for their 
ministry.  
A clear part of the imaginary is that the church is rooted and connected in 
a particular place. The importance of place is discussed in missional literature 
like The New Parish by Sparks, Soerens and Friesen, and Parish, by Andrew 
Rumsey.917 In the literature, knowing both a place and its people is considered 
                                                
915 Murray, Changing Mission : Learning from the Newer Churches. Drane, The Mcdonaldization 
of the Church: Spirituality, Creativity and the Future of the Church. Frost and Hirsch, The 
Shaping of Things to Come : Innovation and Mission for the 21st-Century Church.  
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and Swanson. Jones, The New Christians : Dispatches from the Emergent Frontier. 
917 Sparks, Sorens, and Friesen. Andrew Rumsey, Parish : An Anglican Theology of Place 
(London: SCM Press, an imprint of Hymns Ancient & Modern Ltd, 2017). 
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by authors Doug Gay, Alan Roxburgh and Scott Boren.918 Few participants spoke 
of either Christendom or the change in the position of the church in culture. The 
implications of a post-Christendom culture did not feature as a significant part of 
the articulated theological imaginary. While this is a more specialized area within 
the literature, numerous authors deal with the need to contextualize due to the 
change in position of the church relative to culture, or in a post-Christendom 
context. These authors include Stuart Murray, Douglas John Hall, Stephen Paas, 
and Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch.919  
Some authors discuss the need for contextualization in theological terms 
or connected to theological ideas. Jones considers the need to contextualize so 
that the gospel message is expressed in a way that overcomes the sacred and 
secular divide and is holistic.920 Ward speaks of the implications of perichoresis 
within the Trinity and contextualization.921 Mission-shaped Church speaks of the 
missional nature of the church, the incarnation, the work of the Spirit in the context 
of new church work and contextualization.922 Kester Brewin writes about the 
process of change for the church in culture, reflecting on advent and 
incarnation.923 Within the area of contextualization, these theological themes 
were not largely articulated by  missioners interviewed.  
 The imaginary to contextualize amongst missioners was often spoken of 
in terms of mission. Church planters imagined their church ministries to be 
relevant, accessible, and connect. Relevant, accessible and connect were three 
terms used by 10 missioners to express a desire for their new church work to be 
appropriate and fitted to the context in such a way that reduced and removed 
barriers to people finding the church and finding faith. The purpose of knowing 
the culture, place, and people was for the sake of mission, for helping people 
connect with God – an expression of the missio Dei. This strand of the theological 
imaginary came through frequently with most missioners. Some missioners used 
terms like reach people, take the gospel, draw people to God, and develop 
                                                
918 Gay. Roxburgh and Boren.  
919 Murray, Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a Strange New World. Church after 
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organic Christian community. The vision expressed in the theological imaginary 
is that of contextualization for the core purpose of mission. Contextualization is 
primarily spoken of in missiological terms rather than theological terms. Some 
missional authors speak of contextualization in theological terms as above, but 
missional authors frequently communicate contextualization in missiological 
terms. The need for contextualization for a changing culture, particularly for 
postmodernity, for the purpose of mission is a strong theme in the literature. 
Authors that look at this in depth include Pete Ward, Robert Webber, Stanley 
Grenz, Robert Greer, Tony Jones, and Brian McLaren.924 Missional authors 
discuss the need for the church to always be contextual, to be shaped and formed 
in every context so that the church is an appropriate witness and is effective in 
being the church for that cultural context.  
The imaginary in relationship to contextualization is one primarily driven 
by a missional impulse. Relevance and accessibility, local knowledge and 
creativity all are channelled towards making connections for culturally appropriate 
outreach and forms of church. There was a range of contextualization displayed 
by participants, from more surface elements like using popular music and having 
all age services to deeper restructuring of the entire form of church for its cultural 
context. All missioners spoke of contextualization in some way, but most voiced 
at least a desire to engage in culturally relevant ways. Some missioners were 
passionate and dedicated to this aspect in their vision of church. Many 
participants expected church to be meaningfully shaped by engagement with 
both local and wider culture. Missioners were guided by an image of a church fit 
for purpose in their context. The imaginary of contextualization is one 
theologically driven from mission – an overarching desire for the church and the 
gospel to be heard and experienced in ways which meaningfully connect with 
people. This included a willingness for some to go not only to the other, but to the 
cultural shape of the other. The drive for missional contextualization generated 
creativity and pioneering of new things. A substantial portion of those interviewed 
had the expectation that mission to their context would require creativity and 
innovation. Contextualization in the theological imaginary is strongly motivated 
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by a vision of the church which is appropriately shaped for the local and wider 
culture so that effective mission can flow outward and draw people inward.  
 
5.4 The Missio Dei in the Theological Imaginary 
 
 Different aspects of the missio Dei were cited 123 times in all 18 
interviews. Missio Dei as a whole theme communicates the church sent to join in 
God’s mission to restore all of creation. This theme breaks into several sub-
themes which together convey the missio Dei. Sub-themes for participating in the 
missio Dei include: 
 Participating in the missio Dei 
• mission as being a witness in the world  
• the essential nature of the church as sent 
• mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency  
• mission as restoring all of creation 
 The most significant sub-theme within missio Dei is that of mission as 
being a witness in the world, in 17 of the 18 interviews with 62 of the 123 total 
theme instances. It is a clear and critical part of the theological imaginary for most 
missioners. Some participants spoke almost exclusively around the idea of 
seeing those who do not know God being reached with the gospel message. For 
these missioners, it seemed to express a core of what mission in the church was 
about. Reaching the unreached was a central focus of ministry activities and 
vision. Phrases which run through the data include: reaching the unreached, 
reaching out, make disciples, and seeing people come to Jesus or to faith. For 
half of the 18 missioners who had some comment within missio Dei, there was a 
clear focus on being sent so as to see people brought to faith. For four missioners, 
this was almost the entire focus when discussing their church planting. Sent out 
in witness for these four was their primary expression of missio Dei.  
 As was mentioned in the data write up in Chapter 4, it could be said that 
this narrow focus is a reduced expression of missio Dei. Some factors mitigate 
against this. Of these four who primarily expressed being a witness, one spoke 
of their church planting activities in holistic terms where mission is restoring all of 
creation. Another one had clear evidence of it in their ministry activities under the 
theme of kingdom transformation. Two missioners had what might be considered 
a reductionist, narrow focus within the missio Dei theme based on their interview 
	 235 
data. These two focused almost solely on outreach for bringing people to faith 
and did not in speech or ministry activities evidence in the interviews a strong 
sense of holistic ministry or kingdom transformation. Other missioners who spoke 
passionately about reaching the unreached also evidenced a fuller expression of 
missio Dei within other sub-themes.  
 The essential nature of the church as sent is the second sub-theme 
evidenced by 16 missioners with 38 references. They used terms like going 
together on mission, taking church to them, going to, go and make disciples, and 
sent on mission together. Ten of 16 participants used explicitly directional 
language (go or sent) while others noted they were joining or on mission or 
engaging in mission. Most missioners expressed some sentiment of being sent 
or going, and the majority of missioners conveyed that this was a fundamental 
part of the purpose of the church, or its essential nature. Participants noted the 
church existed to go out, were called to go, and that mission is all the time and 
everywhere. These missioners’ comments communicated the essential nature of 
the church as sent, where others just spoke in more general terms about outreach 
or being sent. The “being sent” aspect came through clearly in the theological 
imaginary and the “essential nature” aspect was present with most participants.  
 Mission as emerging from God’s agency and activity is a more nuanced 
aspect of the imaginary, expressed by 12 participants. Similar to the essential 
nature of the church as sent, some missioners spoke in general terms about 
God’s activity in the world with phrases like ‘seeing where God is at work and 
joining him’ or ‘being sensitive to what God is doing.’ It still expresses the agency 
of God, which is part of this missio Dei sub-theme – that God is missionally active 
in the world. Some participants expressed mission as God’s responsibility – again 
pointing to God’s agency before human agency. This is where the very nuanced 
aspect of this theme comes through – that mission originates with God. 
Assignment of comments to this sub-theme might be considered generous for 
five participants where missioners spoke of seeing God at work. Comments from 
seven missioners were directed to joining God in his mission or work, or mission 
was God’s responsibility – more clearly defining God’s agency. Only one 
missioner spoke of God being a missionary God, without further comment. Most 
missioners’ theological imaginary understands God is at work in the world, and 
mission is joining him, both emphasizing God’s agency in the world. There was 
little clear articulation that mission originates from God’s nature and instigation.   
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 Lastly, the sub-theme of mission as restoring all of God’s creation was the 
least represented in 3 comments by 3 participants. These mentioned God was at 
work in all spheres of the world, and mission is expressed in all areas of the world. 
While this theme was not spoken of in words frequently, I believe it is a more 
expressed aspect of the theological imaginary when missioners’ actions are 
taken into consideration. As is demonstrated in themes both in community as 
active in a location, in kingdom transformation which is serving society, and 
transforming every area of society, many missioners were very active in a wide 
variety of ministry to all areas of society. Thirteen church plants showed activity 
which engaged in a diversity of contexts, from engagement with the arts, social 
enterprise, care for those with substance abuse, foodbank, running a café, 
groups for every age span, dementia support groups, and environmental efforts. 
Most missioners did not articulate mission as restoring all of creation, but there is 
evidence of engagement in mission to all creation. Even if it is a stronger sub-
theme than indicated by comments, that activity was not expressly tied 
theologically to God’s purpose in restoring all creation. This aspect of the missio 
Dei appears to not strongly motivate missioners.  
 Participating in the Missio Dei is a consistent theme seen in missional and 
emerging church literature. Missional authors speak of this both from a biblical 
overview and in considering the implications of missio Dei as the motivation for 
mission in the church. The overall theme of missio Dei is seen in core books like 
The Mission of God by Christopher Wright, What is Mission? by Andrew Kirk, and 
in works by Craig Van Gelder and Darrell Guder.925 A central conviction of missio 
Dei is that mission is derived from the very nature of God and from God’s 
purposes to restore all creation. Mission is something God initiates and continues 
in the world, which the church joins. These core elements of the mission Dei are 
a part of the theological imaginary for some but not all missioners. Missio Dei in 
the literature emphasizes a shift in agency from the church to God as the 
originator of mission – a subtle but important shift of mission from church-centred 
to God-centred. God’s activity and joining him are discussed by participants but 
linking this to God’s missional nature and agency is not a significant aspect in 
imaginary of missioners. 
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 A much more expressed aspect of missio Dei for missioners was the 
church being sent. It was a key part of their theological imaginary – they are sent 
into the world. The Essence of the Church by Craig Van Gelder and Introducing 
the Missional Church by Alan Roxburgh and Scott Boren are just two examples 
of texts which focus on the nature of the church as sent on mission.926  The 
outward impulse is often in the literature contrasted with an attractional, “come to 
us” understanding which is discussed of existing, inherited churches as seen in 
Frost and Hirsch’s The Shaping of Things to Come and Gibbs and Coffey’s 
Church Next.927 Being sent was a part of the imaginary, but was not, on the whole, 
discussed as theologically rooted in God’s nature.  
  Mission as being a witness in the world is particularly discussed in 
missional literature in authors such as Neil Cole, Search and Rescue and Organic 
Church, and in Milfred Minatrea Shaped by God’s Heart.928 Some within 
missional and emerging church literature have critiqued the emphasis of the 
church on individual salvation to the exclusion of a more holistic gospel. Scot 
McKnight examines this in Kingdom Conspiracy; Jim Belcher tackles this in Deep 
Church.929 Going out to be a witness is an important part of the theological 
imaginary of church planters. While this is a strong emphasis with many 
missioners, only two might be considered from their interviews to have a reduced 
expression of the missio Dei focused almost exclusively on individual salvation. 
Other missioners expressed a wider, holistic expression of mission along with the 
emphasis on reaching the unreached, which for some seemed to be a summative 
phrase for mission generally.  
 Mission as restoring all creation is a significant theme in the literature, 
describing God’s mission as all-encompassing. In addition to core missio Dei 
texts noted above, one can see this theme discussed in texts like Alan 
Roxburgh’s Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood and Martin Robinson 
and Dwight Smith’s Invading Secular Space.930 Missio Dei and the arenas of 
God’s redemption can be found in J. Andrew Kirk’s book What is Mission?931 
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Whilst this is the least expressed in words, participants evidenced this in actions. 
With 13 of 18 church plants showing ministry activity which engaged in a wide 
variety of arenas of life, some element of this comes through for a majority in their 
theological imaginary. It is not strongly linked with the theology of God’s 
redemption of all creation.   
 The theme of missio Dei is one at the heart of all mission – the church sent 
to join God in God’s mission to restore all creation. Missio Dei is a central theme 
in the missional literature, but it is also, in a sense, supportive of all other themes. 
Missio Dei is clearly demonstrated as central to the theological imaginary of 
missioners, but it is not expressed in its theological fullness. Some aspects of 
missio Dei are not widely evidenced, while other aspects are evidenced but not 
connected to the theological reasoning behind it. Participants had a passion to 
go out in witness in order to see people come in to relationship with God and a 
significant understanding of the church being sent on mission but generally did 
not tie this to either God’s missional nature or the essential nature of the church. 
Some recognized themselves as joining God’s activity in the world.  
 
5.5 Kingdom Transformation in the Theological Imaginary 
 
 Church planters are active in seeking transformation of society through 
living out the kingdom of God. This theme is referenced 62 times in 16 of 18 
interviews. It is the fourth largest theme, but is significantly smaller than the 
preceding three themes. Sub-themes include: 
Seeking kingdom transformation in society 
• church as having an activist faith which is serving society 
• eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of God here and now 
• transforming every area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular 
divide) 
 The most communicated aspect of seeking transformation in society is the 
church having an activist faith which is serving society with 44 of 62 comments. 
Nearly all participants both spoke of and showed in their activity a desire for their 
communities to be transformed by God’s work through the church. Missioners 
wanted their churches to be influential in individuals’ lives and the collective life 
of their community. Nearly every interview either spoke of or demonstrated an 
intentionally active community. Faith was something to be lived out, serving in 
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such a way that it made a difference. Missioners wanted to see change and made 
effort towards that end. They acted on their vision for kingdom transformation in 
their location with energy and planning. A wide variety of activities are seen in the 
ministry of these church plants. Missioners sought out partnerships with 
community groups to serve in their locations towards seeing societal change. 
Missioners expected their churches to be actively involved in activities which 
served to transform society. 
 Whilst many missioners were very active in ways which transformed 
communities, it is harder to discern the motivation or theological reasoning tied 
to all this activity. Some missioners noted they wanted to serve, to give back to 
the community, meet practical needs, see wholeness, and to have impact. This 
desire may be deeply felt, but these participants did not reveal or explicitly make 
a connection to a motivation beyond serving these goods for society. The 
language to articulate this sought after transformation was presented as fairly 
self-explanatory. Some participants said they wanted to see people get a glimpse 
of the kingdom, transform life into the fullness of the kingdom, bring the kingdom 
now, demonstrate God’s compassion, and see Jesus transform every area of life. 
These missioners articulated the connection between their activities in 
transformation and a deeper theological motivation. Transforming lives and 
communities fires the imagination, but in only some cases is it clearly connected 
to seeing the kingdom lived out. In some instances, the activity is linked to 
outreach and making connections, expressing something of the missio Dei. In 
others, it is activity towards building community. The theological imaginary 
powering missioners towards transformative activity appears to be spread over a 
variety of theological motivations including kingdom transformation, participation 
in the missio Dei, and building community.  
 Eschatology forms a part of the theme kingdom transformation. Although 
six participants had 11 comments, three of the participants in 2 interviews 
discussed this much more than others. For these three missioners, living out the 
kingdom in the tension of the now and not yet was integral to their theological 
imaginaries. They wanted to see the kingdom come on earth here and now. Other 
missioners described wanting to see the fullness or depth of the kingdom, to 
proclaim /announce the kingdom, or to bring the kingdom, connecting ministry 
activity to wanting to enable the kingdom of God to be present now. Anticipating 
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and living out the kingdom was part of the theological imaginary for a third of 
missioners.  
 The least reference sub-theme is church as involved in transforming every 
area of society (overcoming the sacred/secular divide). Seven missioners had 
seven comments in this field. Participants here wanted to see the ways of God’s 
kingdom lived out and impacting every area of society. These seven discussed 
seeking wide, diverse involvement in many parts of culture in a way that 
connected faith to everyday life. Several theological motivations were articulated, 
including: God’s creation of everything, the depth of the kingdom of God, and 
applying faith to everyday life.  One missioner explicitly spoke of how the church 
can influence every area of society and bring the kingdom to the whole earth. 
While only one-third of participants spoke of transforming all areas of life, most 
church plants demonstrated a wide variety of activities in every area of society as 
was discussed above. They did not often speak about why they were widely 
involved or offer a rational for that diverse service in society. The parenthetical 
shorthand for this sub-theme is overcoming the sacred/secular divide. There 
were no comments particularly directed towards overcoming the division of life 
into the sacred and the secular. Mission activity for most participants flows in to 
all parts of life, but they did not indicate a motivation of engaging in a whole life 
spirituality over against the fragmentation of the world into sacred faith and 
secular culture. Overcoming the sacred and secular divide was not articulated as 
part of the theological imaginary. An image of church which transforms in many 
areas of society connected to seeing God’s kingdom was an expressed part of 
the imaginary for about one third of missioners.  
  Missional literature speaks to the need for the expression of an activist 
faith which transforms society. Examples include author Michael Moynagh 
speaking about an activist faith community, as do Chester and Timmis in 
Everyday Church and Halter and Smay in The Tangible Kingdom.932 Church 
communities are encouraged to be involved in all aspects of life, towards 
engaging and connecting with culture to demonstrate what faith looks like. Brian 
McLaren’s Everything Must Change and Shane Claiborne’s The Irresistible 
Revolution speaks to the need for faith to engage with the problems of today, and 
                                                
932 Moynagh, Being Church, Doing Life: Creating Gospel Communities Where Life Happens. 
Church for Every Context : An Introduction to Theology and Practice. Chester and Timmis, 
Everyday Church : Gospel Communications on Mission. Halter and Smay. 
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thus transform all society.933 This engaged, active church intentionally seeking to 
transform society is clearly reflected in the theological imaginary of participants.  
 Other authors like Graham Cray and John Hull make the case that societal 
change emerges from the activity and overflow of a faith community focused on 
bringing the kingdom now as an anticipation of the future kingdom.934 Missional 
authors bring together the active community living out the kingdom and a deeper 
eschatological theology. Scot McKnight in The Jesus Creed and Kingdom 
Conspiracy contends that both church and kingdom are eschatological – both 
present and future.935 Eschatology amongst missional churches is also 
highlighted by Kevin Corcoran and James Bielo.936 Not all participants expressed 
their theological imaginary in terms of the kingdom now and not yet, but one third 
referenced their desires for ministry activity to enabling the kingdom to be 
present. It was an expressed part of some missioners theological imaginary.    
 A church which is involved in every area of society with an emphasis on 
overcoming the sacred/secular divide is a subject of missional literature. 
Emerging Churches by Gibbs and Bolger discusses transforming secular space 
and overcoming the sacred/secular divide.937 This is also a topic considered in 
Slow Church by Smith and Pattison and The Shaping of Things to Come by Frost 
and Hirsch.938 The division of life into sacred and secular in a dualistic manner is 
sometimes located in modernity, or understood as an implication of the 
Christendom era as in works by Stuart Murray.939 Moving beyond this division 
helps the church to have a holistic expression of faith. A minority of missioners 
spoke of this kind of holistic theological motivation and of seeing the kingdom but 
they did not speak to specifically overcoming a sacred/secular divide. 
Transforming every area of society is a part of the theological imaginary for a third 
of missioners, with a variety of theological or practical motives described.  
                                                
933 McLaren, Everything Must Change: Jesus, Global Crises, and a Revolution of Hope. Shane 
Claiborne, The Irresistible Revolution (Zondervan, 2006). 
934 Cray, Mobsby, and Kennedy. Croft. Pages 114-132. Hull in Chapter “Mission-shaped and 
kingdom focused?”  
935 McKnight, The Jesus Creed : Loving God, Loving Others. Kingdom Conspiracy : Returning 
to the Radical Mission of the Local Church. 
936 McKnight et al.  Bielo. 
937 Gibbs and Bolger. 
938 Smith and Wilson-Hartgrove. Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come : Innovation 
and Mission for the 21st-Century Church. 
939 See also Murray, Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a Strange New World. Church 
after Christendom. 
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 Seeking kingdom transformation in society is a strong characteristic of the 
theological imaginary of church planters, particularly around actively serving their 
communities. Most missioners spoke of and acted out an expression of faith 
which extended to the lives and communities around them. They expected their 
churches to be involved in changing lives and worked toward that end. The image 
of kingdom transformation motivated some missioners, while other motivations 
like outreach and building community surfaced for their widely active churches. 
Some missioners clearly wanted to see the kingdom come here and now with an 
eschatological vision of ministry. Participants evidenced a wide variety of 
transforming activities in many areas of life, but only some articulated a vision for 
why they were applying faith to all parts of society. No missioner verbalized being 
energized by overcoming the sacred/secular divide, but some spoke of 
theological rationales for wide involvement.  
 
5.6 Being Incarnational in the Theological Imaginary 
 
 The fifth theme centres around being incarnational in mission. A focus on 
the incarnation and mission threads through missional literature. Sub-themes 
within being incarnational in mission are: 
Being incarnational in mission 
• the incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus 
• the incarnation models mission 
• the church embodies and represents God to others 
 The total number of references within this theme is 51, within 10 
interviews. The data did not fall evenly, with 3 particular interviews yielding the 
majority of data and the rest spread unevenly over 7 other interviews.  Within 
these three sub-themes, the majority of comments came under a renewed focus 
on the person of Jesus, with 30 of the 51 total incidents. Five participants in three 
interviews generated the majority of comments on a renewed focus on Jesus. For 
some participants this simply expressed the priority for a focus on Jesus with their 
congregations, with an internal emphasis. Missioners wanted their new church 
works to be centred on Jesus. This was an image which shapes their expectation 
of church. It is a hope they have for their ministries. Three participants particularly 
focused on this, using terms including: follow Jesus, devotion to Jesus, Jesus-
centred, and keep a focus on Jesus. Other missioners spoke of having 
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transformative encounters with Jesus which motivated their new church work and 
which they wanted to see in their church plants. This somewhat internal focus on 
Jesus came through for half of missioners, some more strongly than others.  
 The focus on Jesus is both inward and outward. There is a great desire for 
missioners to share Jesus widely. The focus remains on the person of Jesus, but 
the direction is Jesus for others. They want people to meet, follow, give their lives 
to, or find Jesus. This focus on connecting people to the person of Jesus came 
through in six interviews, for some quite passionately. All Christian faith by 
definition has Jesus Christ at the centre of belief, so in some ways it is not 
unexpected that the person of Jesus would be a focus. Nor is it a surprise that 
missioners wanted others to come to know who Jesus is. This aspect of a 
renewed focus on Jesus is strongly linked with the missio Dei aspect of being a 
witness in the world, where terms include: reach the unreached, see people come 
to faith, make disciples, seek the lost. A focus on Jesus is not explicit there, but 
could be understood. The combined missio Dei aspect of “reaching the 
unreached” and an outwardly directed focus on Jesus has significance in the 
theological imaginary.  
 The second sub-theme is the incarnation models mission, with nine 
missioners making 13 comments. This sub-theme hits much more at the heart of 
the implications of the incarnation of Jesus for mission. Only two missioners used 
the term “incarnational” in relation to a model for mission –  speaking of wanting 
to be incarnational in their communities. One missioner did not use the term 
incarnational but describe the theology of the incarnation more explicitly than 
anyone else. This was clearly a part of this participant’s imaginary and was 
worked out in detail in their ministry. Other missioners described how Jesus was 
a model for their ministry in different ways: in following Jesus’ example, 
surrendering to his agenda, to doing what he did in mission or discipleship. Some 
highlighted Jesus’ example in being sent or going, or how Jesus made disciples. 
They did not speak specifically of the whole of the incarnation, but some aspects 
of it like being sent to earth. For almost half of missioners it was the person of 
Jesus in the incarnation who models mission and inspires their imaginary in 
ministry.  
 Few missioners explicitly spoke of the incarnation as an embodied 
representation of God to others. Only 6 people made 8 statements related to this 
sub-theme. This was communicated as being the presence of God in a place or 
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being Jesus’ hands and feet. Some communicated this in more explicit 
theological terms: one missioner spoke of being an overflow of the Trinity, and 
one other missioner spoke of reflecting the triune God. One participant described 
in more detailed terms from John 1 dwelling and being the presence of God 
among people. This was a clearly articulated aspect of this smaller portion of 
participants’ theological imaginary but the limited expression indicates it was not 
a large part of what inspires ministry. 
 Missional literature not only looks at the incarnation, but the relevance of 
the incarnation for mission to a Western, postmodern, post Christian culture. 
Some missional literature is detailed, nuanced, and deeply reflective on this 
theological theme. The sub-theme expressed by missioners of a renewed focus 
on the person of Jesus is in some ways the least specific about the incarnation 
itself. However, similar themes arise in missional and emerging church literature 
and best fits within the overall theme of the incarnation. The renewed focus on 
Jesus within the missional literature includes a focus on the historical person of 
Jesus, and a personal faith relationship with him. The renewed focus on Jesus is 
one of the three core themes in Emerging Churches by Gibbs and Bolger.940 
Author Ray Anderson speaks of the importance for the emerging missional 
church of a personal relationship with Jesus, beyond creedal doctrinal beliefs and 
the work of Scot McKnight focuses strongly on Jesus.941 Missional authors Frost 
and Hirsch’s ReJesus focuses a passionate look at the person of Jesus, as does 
George Barna’s Revolution.942 Half of participants interviewed shared a similar 
theological imaginary around the importance and focus on the person of Jesus 
as is conveyed in the missional literature.  
 Texts written by missional authors also go into depth about the theology 
of the incarnation and implications for the church in ministry. Two books covering 
the incarnation as God identifies with a specific time and place as the embodied 
representation of God are The Incarnation and the Church’s Witness by Darrell 
Guder and Missional God, Missional Church by Ross Hastings.943 Both books 
have extensive content teasing out incarnational theology for the contemporary 
church in mission. Sparks, Sorens, and Friesen speak at length about the 
incarnation as modelling the church sent to identify with specific, located 
                                                
940 Gibbs and Bolger. 
941 Anderson. McKnight, The Jesus Creed : Loving God, Loving Others. 
942 Frost and Hirsch, Rejesus : A Wild Messiah for a Missional Church.  
943 Guder, The Incarnation and the Church's Witness. Hastings. 
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people.944 Pete Ward’s Liquid Church discussion of perichoresis, or mutual 
participation, describes the relationships within the Trinity, which sets the pattern 
for corporate life in the church.945 Darrell Guder also explores the church as 
reflecting and embodying God to others in Called to Witness.946 
 There is a great deal of theological content in missional literature about 
being incarnational in mission. It covers a wide range of topics. Authors consider 
implications for the church in the local embodiment of the divine with Jesus in the 
human image of God. The incarnation speaks to identification in a specific time 
and place. The incarnation is discussed in terms of the church being sent. The 
incarnation has many implications as a model for mission – the way in which 
Jesus came and the message which he taught and enacted. The implications of 
the incarnation overlaps with other themes. The incarnation speaks to 
contextualization and to kingdom transformation in holistic mission. Not only is 
the person of Jesus lifted up as an example but the incarnation as a whole is 
discussed at length in the literature. Missioners on the whole did not speak to the 
same depth and degree about being incarnational in mission as is spoken of in 
the literature. For half of missioners Jesus is spoken of as a model to follow, the 
centre of their faith community, and the one they wish to bring others into 
relationship with. Five missioners articulated nothing in the category of being 
incarnational in mission, seven missioners had only one comment in the 
category, and one missioner had two comments. Taken together, of the 21 
participants, 13 had minimal comments about being incarnational – nearly two-
thirds of missioners interviewed. Eight participants, approximately one-third, 
spoke of the importance of Jesus, how Jesus models mission, and models an 
embodied representation of God. The incarnation within the theological imaginary 
of missioners was less communicated than other themes. Some of its articulation 
was focused on the person of Jesus rather than the incarnation itself. Jesus’ life 
and example is an important aspect of how half of participants imagine their 
ministry, but it does not evidence as a strong part of the theological imaginary 
underlying expectations and guiding practice for most missioners.  
 
                                                
944 Sparks, Sorens, and Friesen. 
945 Ward, Liquid Church. Page 54.  
946 Guder, Called to Witness: Doing Missional Theology. 
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5.7 Portrait of the Theological Imaginary 
 
 Bringing the threads together of an integrated portrait of the theological 
imaginary of missioners in this research is important to give a sense of the overall 
themes present and absent, and note how themes tied together. This research 
seeks to present the ideas which guide ecclesial life in new church work in the 
UK across a wide range of church streams. While it is recognized other elements 
contribute to the totality of how missioners conduct ministry, it is hoped that 
missioners’ responses reflect their strongest ideas, the hopes and images for the 
church which immediately come to mind and thus reflect their imaginary to a 
significant degree. This section gives a composite picture of the imaginary from 
their own words and concepts, grounded in their particular contexts. It is a 
depiction of the images, particularly theological images, which fire the imagination 
for engagement in mission. This portrait of the themes present is then compared 
to those themes in the missional literature to discern which themes are functional 
or overlooked in the imaginary of practitioners. 
5.7.1 Themes Present and Absent in the Theological Imaginary 
 Some strong, consistent elements came through in the theological 
imaginary of participants. Missioners hope to see deeply caring, purposeful 
relationships both within their churches and reaching outwards into their wider 
communities. They prioritize energy and activity towards that end. They imagine 
church to be visible, witnessing, and active bodies which are sensitive to their 
locality, sent out in mission. There is an expectation that church will impact the 
lives of individuals and communities as they intentionally serve in a wide variety 
of ways. There is a deep desire to see people come into relationship with God. 
Missioners want their churches to be relevant and accessible: meaningfully 
shaped to be an effective witness to God’s presence in the world. Some 
participants are acutely aware of the context of their ministry and envision a 
church which is significantly responsive to that context. Many missioners bring 
creativity and innovation to their churches, as might be expected of those 
engaging in pioneering church work. Some missioners are motivated by seeing 
the kingdom expressed here and now, others by forming authentic communities 
which are sent to reach the unreached.  
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 It is a particular focus of this research to seek the theological imaginary of 
missioners. I have sought to get at the theological concepts which inspire, the 
expectations and images around what the church can be and should be as church 
planters shape their new church works. What theological hopes guide their 
practices and desires for church in today’s context? Missioners have a strong 
aspiration for the church to be a biblical family – connected by common faith in 
Jesus and service to him in the world. This desire for a quality of spiritual 
communal life is notably beyond gathering for an event for a couple of hours on 
a Sunday. It is a community doing life together, being disciples together, but not 
just to have a loving church family for its own sake. The church body is to be 
going on mission – seeing people brought into relationship with God and seeing 
God’s kingdom transformation spread through lives and communities. In order to 
see people connect with God’s good news, become a part of the family of God, 
and experience his ways, missioners will listen to their context and adapt, seeking 
to be an accessible, appropriate witness in their setting.  
 Mission undergirds the theological imaginary. Contextualization for 
participants serves the missional purposes of connecting others to faith. 
Involvement in service to society and seeking kingdom transformation is both an 
expression of a lived out faith and a witnessing demonstration to the wider world 
what God’s kingdom is like. Community life is both an expression of being the 
people of God and carrier of the good news into the world. A relationship with 
Jesus focuses the community on a vital faith relationship and compels the 
community outward to draw others into the same faith. Participants consistently 
spoke of and demonstrated being sent out to draw people into contact with the 
church and a relationship with God. To a large degree, their formation of 
community, contextualization of church, and activist faith in many areas of society 
are driven from the foundational understanding that their relationship with God 
through Jesus compels them into mission.  
 One purpose of this research is to compare the results from the 
missioners’ data to the theological themes seen in the missional church literature. 
Is the theological imaginary of practitioners reflective of the theological themes 
evidenced in the literature? What themes are present and what themes are 
absent between the theoretical, academic works of missional authors and the 
experiential, observed world in the lived imaginary of participants? As has been 
seen above, each of the five overall themes highlighted in the missional literature 
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is seen in the imaginary of missioners. However, there are noteworthy differences 
in which features of these theological themes are expressed or not expressed. In 
important ways (in some themes more than others) the theological content of the 
themes found in the missional literature is not articulated by participants.  
 Missional literature highlights the importance of a community of people 
who do life together. The importance of being a community is clearly key for 
missioners. Missioners want a community which exhibits qualities of connection 
and love, active in serving its wider specific community. They are guided by a 
vision of a missional community, sent together from an authentic sense of a 
people of God on mission. The literature highlights these themes, but further 
connects them to deeper theological rationales not frequently indicated by 
participants. The literature emphasizes this spiritual, embodied presence of God 
which is a witness to the world. The community by its life together can be a 
demonstration of the gospel, a contrast community. The church together 
expresses the very divine nature of the relational, Triune God. There was limited 
expression of any aspect of a community which demonstrates the gospel as a 
contrast community or embodies and represents God to others. These rich 
theological concepts can be a source for the character of community life and 
expand the theological imaginary inspiring communities. Missioners did not 
clearly express an understanding of the nature and character of the church 
emerging from and expressing to others the Triune God. There is a strong drive 
for the missioners’ churches to be witnessing communities, but only half of 
missioners communicated in some way that the community itself was called to 
be a living witness which displayed the gospel message. Both the church as a 
contrast community which demonstrates the gospel and the church as 
representing God to others are theological themes not taken up significantly by 
participants.  
 Participants communicated a vision for their churches characterized by 
service and activity in their wider community to see kingdom transformation 
rooted in their locations. Missioners imagine churches which are locally active 
and engaged in serving. This was strongly evidenced within the participants’ 
communities. Missional literature also discusses these themes: church 
communities which are active in serving, being visible witnesses to God’s 
kingdom ways, expressing the life of faith in the everyday. It is a visible 
community which is active in witness in normal life, not shut behind the doors of 
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a church building. However, missional literature also discusses the church living 
life together which is eschatologically oriented – living out the kingdom of God 
here and now. The vision or motivation for active, locally connected service in 
society is an eschatological one – seeing God’s kingdom come on earth now as 
it will one day be completed in the new creation. This broadening of the vision to 
transform life now with a forward view of the Parousia is one which missioners 
did not speak to frequently. For some the motivation to transforming activity is 
one of mission connection or community (building relationships with those outside 
the church and connecting to the local community) but only a few missioners 
spoke of seeing the kingdom enacted now. 
 The eschatological vision addressed in missional literature also carries 
with it a picture of holistic restoration of all creation. Holistic mission can be 
inspired by both theological themes which speak of God’s purpose to completely 
restore all things to himself in the missio Dei context and which speak to seeing 
the kingdom come now. The understanding of God’s purposes in restoring every 
area of society empowers and envisions the church to be doing the same. Mission 
as restoring all of creation and the church as involved in transforming every area 
of society were both very small sub-themes for missioners. Although there is 
greater evidence of wide involvement within participants’ churches, very few 
connected that involvement to God’s all-encompassing restoration for the world. 
Similarly, although there was evidence of wide activity, few missioners spoke to 
God’s full involvement in all of creation, or of overcoming the sacred/secular 
divide. Seeing all of life as integrated, as sacred and lived out with and before 
God, is a theological resource in the literature not evidenced with missioners.  
 Missioners envisioned their churches as sent. It was a significant aspect 
of the theological imaginary for their churches to be sent out to bring people in to 
God. There was a distinct emphasis on being sent to reach the unreached. 
Missioners want to see people come to know God. They envision the church sent 
and going out into their communities to serve. Being sent and going out is integral 
to the theological imaginaries of missioners. Missional literature supports these 
ideas. Much of the literature addresses the importance for the church in the 
current context to be going out, rather than relying solely on a Christendom model 
of drawing people in. Many missioners see being sent out in mission as a primary 
calling for the church. They understand being sent as a fundamental character 
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trait of the church, which is very consistent with the missional literature around 
missio Dei.  
 A view of the church articulated in missional literature is the church sent 
by God as part of its essential nature, rooted in God’s character and God’s 
purpose. The emphasis is on the essential nature of the church as a body which 
is sent, derived from the core of who God is and what God is doing. Many 
missioners expressed the church as sent, but almost no missioners referenced 
this in relation to either God’s character or as originating in God’s purposes. Most 
participants conveyed being sent to make relationships, to reach the unreached, 
to make disciples, or to go on mission. Missioners clearly understood “sent” as a 
core purpose for the church. Only one missioner articulated the reason for this as 
connected to God’s missionary nature. Missional literature discusses the agency 
of God in relation to the church’s mission. The literature makes the clear 
connection between the church going in mission as originating in God’s very 
nature as missional. The church is sent as a result of God’s initiative, of God’s 
agency. Some missioners spoke generally of seeing God at work or joining God, 
but most did not communicate mission as emerging from God’s nature, purpose, 
or initiative. Starting theologically with God’s nature and with God’s purpose in 
the world grounds the church in the missional Trinity. From that base, the church 
is sent out to join God already at work in the world. These insightful aspects of 
the missio Dei are largely absent in the imaginaries of missioners. Connecting 
missional behaviour to deeper theological concepts can resource the church in 
mission. 
 The need to contextualize is a significant feature of the imaginary for 
participants. Contextualization for participants is primarily driven from a 
missiological perspective, which is also considered in the literature. Church 
planters are particularly sensitive to their locality. They exercised creativity and 
energy to make connections locally and form church practice in ways which are 
relevant and accessible. Missional authors speak at length about meaningfully 
shaping mission and communal life for a contextually appropriate witness. Much 
of missional literature discusses the need for the church to be sensitive to the 
surrounding culture and seek ways to meaningfully connect the gospel message 
to those in one’s community. Contextualizing for the local setting was a part of 
the imaginary for all missioners, while contextualizing for the wider changing 
culture was only present for half of participants. Considering the broader cultural 
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changes which might be called postmodernity was not articulated by many 
missioners, but is a significant topic in missional literature. Post-Christendom is 
a slightly more specialist area of contextualization but still threads through 
missional literature. Authors consider the ongoing effects of Christendom on the 
church today. Very few of those interviewed expressed any awareness of the 
need to contextualize for the change in the church’s position in society, or post-
Christendom. Missional literature has much to offer the church in Western culture 
on changes to wider culture and changes to the position of the church in culture, 
which appears not to be taken up by practitioners. 
 Contextualization is also discussed in missional literature theologically, 
primarily from consideration of the incarnation. Being incarnational in mission was 
the least expressed theme for missioners. The bulk of comments came from the 
sub-theme of the incarnational church and a renewed focus on the person of 
Jesus. Missional literature also addresses this topic. Half of missioners 
interviewed articulated a theological imaginary communicating the centrality of 
the person of Jesus for faith and mission today. Within the missional literature, 
there is substantial consideration given to the incarnation and its implications for 
mission. There is nuanced reflection in the literature on the incarnation as a model 
for mission. It considers how the church comes to specific times, places and 
cultures. The incarnation speaks to how the church demonstrates the character 
of God in its own life. Authors consider how the incarnation models a church 
which is holistically engaged in mission. The incarnation speaks to the church 
sent out in mission. A few participants noted that Jesus provides a model of some 
aspect of mission. Few missioners verbalized how the church embodies and 
represents God to others. The incarnation is a significant theme in missional 
literature, but there is limited evidence of it in the theological imaginary of 
missioners, making it a theological resource not utilized well in mission.  
5.7.2 Portrait of the Neglected Imaginary 
 Less expressed theological themes are a missing resource for the church. 
The themes seen above which are not highly functional for missioners can be a 
means of inspiration for participation in mission. This section considers the 
theological images which are either absent or less expressed to give a potential 
portrait of the imaginary with those resources being more functional. 
Extrapolating the working of the neglected theological themes is in itself an act of 
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the imaginary, but informed by the literature and interviews. This serves to 
highlight the potential impact on the imaginary of the overlooked themes reflected 
in the research. 
 An imaginary founded on the Trinitarian God and his missio Dei brings a 
deep understanding of purpose for individuals and congregations. God has been 
and continues to be at work in the world. The church is not going out into mission 
in the absence of God’s activity, but to join in God’s already active Spirit at work 
towards his purposes in creation. This empowers the church in several ways. 
Individuals and churches can be encouraged to be outwardly focused and watch 
for God’s activity – seeing where God might be at work and joining in expressions 
of God’s kingdom ways. Agency shifts subtly from the church originating and 
acting – to the Triune God originating and acting in mission. Individuals and 
churches can confidently watch for God’s Spirit at work. This shift in agency can 
call the church to be first in a posture of listening, to seek God’s direction. It can 
help the church come to mission from a posture of reliance on God and humility 
rather than reliance on human energy and technique. For the church to begin 
from God’s activity in the world is both empowering and freeing.  
 The church is not only commissioned to be on mission, it comes from its 
very nature in participation with God. Encouragement to engage in mission is not 
originated from outside ourselves, but from who the church is in Christ. The 
church on the individual and corporate level is missional in its very essence. The 
being and doing of the church is enabled and directed in God’s being and doing. 
Churches can be guided by an expectation that the church’s inner life overflows 
to its outer life, both sourced from its relationship and union with God. Missional 
church and missional activity is first about identity. Identity then affects all aspect 
of church life. “Mission” is not a “programme” but an integral aspect of the being 
of the church. How we understand the church in its nature then affects how we 
shape ecclesiology. If the church is a representation of God on earth participating 
with God’s mission – what ways of being best serve those purposes in the present 
context? It shapes what the church does in its ministry, which then shapes how 
the church organizes its work. Within the missio Dei, a theology of mission is not 
solely drawn from ecclesiology, where mission belongs to the church, or solely in 
Christology which emphasizes human obedience to the Great Commission. A 
theology of mission for the church starts with God’s very nature and his will to 
bring creation to new creation.  
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 God’s mission to bring creation into new creation inspires holistic 
participation in the world. Activity in every area of the world is not simply one of 
circumstances or opportunity but of joining God’s full redemptive work. God is 
bringing all of creation under his Lordship, restoring his rule over the cosmos and 
humanity. Missio Dei extends into every aspect of creation where there is 
brokenness. The whole world is encompassed in God’s mission: the 
environment, economics, education, medicine, systems of justice, leisure, art. 
Therefore, the church is sent to participate with the divine in the restoration of all 
things. The church can celebrate the diversity of where each member is called 
and how the diversity of the wider church engages in many areas of God’s 
restoration. A vision for the breadth of God’s restoration encourages believers to 
view all aspects of their world as the place to bring God’s healing presence, filling 
daily life – at home, in work, in leisure, in volunteering – all with eternal value. An 
understanding of the breadth of God’s work in the world fires the imagination of 
individuals and the church to discern purpose in daily life. It supports the view 
that every aspect of life is sacred. Whole life spirituality corrects a dualistic view 
of the world: what is natural verses supernatural; spiritual verses secular; public 
verses private, body verses mind and spirit. An imaginary with a robust missio 
Dei is an integrative one.  
 An active church serving society can be rooted in an eschatological vision 
for the kingdom of God being demonstrated in the life of the church. God’s 
kingdom reign, beginning with Jesus’ entry into human history, is seen in his 
redemptive power at work through the church. The church lives out and 
demonstrates in its own life the values and transforming power of God’s kingdom. 
The kingdom of God is not a construct of the church, but a gift to it. Believers and 
communities enter into it, experience it, and then are agents of the kingdom, 
offering it to others as a gift. In this way the church is a contrast community, a 
“one I made earlier,” to show in embodied ways what God’s kingdom is like. This 
vision enables the church to be bold in living according to kingdom ways, even 
when those flow against surrounding convention. A picture of the church as a 
sign and foretaste of the presence of God’s kingdom is a powerful one, even 
recognizing the church will be a tentative and imperfect reflection of the kingdom. 
The church’s existence shows the liberating work of God and invites others to 
consider that work. It is centripetal and centrifugal; it sends the church out and 
draws people in.  An image of the kingdom helps the church to see beyond the 
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present to the hope of God’s fully realized end, while leading the church to 
engagement in the present world. A full eschatology does not draw the people of 
God out of the world, but into the world. It fills the vision with the hope of God’s 
coming and complete reign, which when turned towards a hurting world, moves 
individuals and churches to embody that hope in their communities. 
  The church as the representation of God on earth shifts the perspective 
of church from a place or a meeting to a community of being. It is a relational 
community as a reflection of God’s relational nature seen in the Trinity. It is a 
community overflowing with God’s abundant life. The life of the church formed by 
expressions of the life and fruit of the Spirit encounters the world, demonstrating 
something of the presence and power of God to transform. The church 
(imperfectly) mirrors God’s nature as the Spirit shapes individuals and community 
life to reflect God’s very being. A theological imaginary which sees individual and 
community formation as an expression of God’s actual presence is a deep and 
inspiring calling for the church. 
 An understanding of the church representing the image of God flows 
naturally into considerations of the implications of the incarnation for the church. 
Reflection on the incarnation can nourish the theological imaginary. The coming 
of Jesus in God’s redemptive work in and for the world summarizes not only the 
message of the church but has much to say to the methods of the church in 
mission. God’s action in the incarnation speaks to God’s sending nature. God 
himself came to earth in Jesus. The church is sent into the world as Jesus was 
sent from God. A missional life based on the example of Jesus in the incarnation 
is one which is holistic, faithful to the full purposes of God to restore creation. In 
sending Jesus to dwell in a specific time and place, the church sees an embodied 
witness. Being incarnational inspires the church to deeply identify with all people, 
crossing boundaries which otherwise divide. Jesus’ incarnation moves the church 
to reflect on the congruence between the ways in which God revealed himself in 
the life of Jesus to the expression of that life in the church. This may bring up 
issues of inclusion, obedience, power, sacrifice, and proclamation. The 
incarnation speaks to contextualization. Being incarnational can inspire the 
church to dwell locally, seeking to enter and genuinely identify from within a 
specific context in ways the gospel can be understood. The church in mission 
can seek to understand the times and places in which it lives. Creativity paired 
with reflection on the shape of the surrounding culture can shape the church for 
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effective witness. An imaginary for the church in mission in contemporary 
Western culture can be stimulated by understanding the changing wider culture 
and the changing place of the church.  
5.7.3 Summary of the Theological Imaginary 
 This chapter compares the results of the empirical data to the themes in 
the missional literature to determine what themes are present in the theological 
imaginary of missioners and what is being overlooked. The portrait of the 
theological imaginary amongst missioners in this research is encouraging. There 
is a great deal of reflection, passion, and energy evidenced amongst church 
planters. Missioners are guided by an image of church as genuinely caring, 
actively serving, witnessing communities sent to contextually share the good 
news of Jesus. There is a deep hope to see people come into relationship with 
God, and missioners meaningfully shape their churches to be relevant and 
accessible towards that end. Participants want to see their communities 
transformed by contact with God’s kingdom through the church. Strong 
theological ideas direct the expectations of what church life can and should be 
like. There are several theological sub-themes within the missional literature 
which are not well evidenced for participants. As is pictured in the portrait of the 
neglected imaginary, there are even more theological resources which have the 
potential to give vision to mission. Theological understandings around missio Dei, 
the kingdom and the incarnation are particularly rich sources for the imaginary. 
They speak to deep issues of missional identity for the church. They speak to 
understandings of the character and being of the Triune God. These theological 
foundations address awareness of the present and coming kingdom of God and 
the eschaton. While each of the five major themes are evidenced to some degree 










CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
 
 This thesis focuses on the unknown shape of the theological imaginary 
amongst those at the front edge of mission practice, and the application of 
contemporary mission theology to current new church work in the UK. It outlines 
the ideas which inspire missioners in their new church work, and evidences the 
connection and the incongruence between those theological concepts embodied 
in practice and those on offer in the missional church literature. The concluding 
chapter gives an overall summary of the thesis, implications for training and for 
future research, and personal reflections on the thesis. 
 
6.1 Summary of the Thesis 
 
 The church in Britain faces several challenges. There has been a marked 
decline in church attendance and in connection to faith over the past 50 years. 
Church attendance is now at around 5% and those identifying as having no 
religion is now over 50%.947 Widespread cultural changes have brought new 
perspectives across society. Individuals form identity through consumption and 
through social media. Spirituality is marked by plurality – one can (and according 
to some should) pick and choose elements of a spiritual belief system from the 
wide offerings being marketed. The church is no longer understood as the one 
centre of spiritual authority, even while remnants of Christian cultural identity 
linger. It is not possible to “bring back” the vast majority of people into Christian 
faith, because they have never resided there. The church exists as one of many 
competing figures which shapes values, offers spirituality, and structures society. 
The double challenge of postmodernity and post-Christendom bring with it new 
paths to forge and new opportunities to reflect on the mission of the church.  
 Two responses of the wider church to the situation in contemporary culture 
include church planting and missional theology. Church planting has been one 
significant strand of mission activity intended to reverse the declines and see 
growth in the church. Denominations, mission organizations, and independent, 
grass-roots groups have all engaged in extensive programmes of church 
                                                
947 Peter Brierley and Association Christian Research, Uk Christian Handbook Religious Trends. 
No. 7 2007/2008. No. 7 2007/2008 (Eltham: Christian Research, 2008). "British Social Attitudes: 
Record Number of Brits with No Religion," NatCen, http://www.natcen.ac.uk/news-media/press-
releases/2017/september/british-social-attitudes-record-number-of-brits-with-no-religion/. 
Accessed 15 November 2018. 
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planting. Considerable resources of time, personnel, and funding have been put 
into new church work across the breadth of the church in Britain. These church 
plants show amazing diversity and imagination. Church planting has been a 
major agenda item for denominations in the past few decades. There has been 
research into their effectiveness and results in a variety of ways but there has 
been no research to date on the theological ideas which guide their work.948 How 
are these church planters conceiving church in their context? What theological 
expectations guide their ministry? This thesis prioritizes the lived experience of 
church planters to understand their perspectives which are formative for church. 
It gives a voice to their vision for the church today. This thesis makes a 
contribution to understanding how missioners are theologically resourced in this 
important field of mission for the church.  
 The missional church movement and the emerging church movement are 
also responses to the contextual challenges aimed at re-envisioning and 
equipping the church for mission. Under the banner of these broad programmes, 
a vast quantity of literature, online content, conferences, and groups of practice 
have been created. All of this content is expressly directed at helping the church 
think about how it shapes itself, how it relates to culture, and how it goes about 
mission today. The missional movement offers an array of concepts for the 
church to meet the mission challenge in Western culture. Although some of the 
content is about practices or strategies, as is shown in this thesis, there is a whole 
stream of theology which runs through the missional literature, of which this 
research has highlighted five primary themes. There is no research to date which 
explores how this missional theology has been applied to church planting practice 
in the UK. Are these ideas influential to missioners? Is this theological resource 
being taken into the mission practice amongst those at which it is aimed? This 
thesis seeks to answer these questions.  
 Charles Taylor discusses the social imaginary as a framework for 
understanding the motivations, expectations, and images which guide individuals 
and groups. This thesis reflects on the social imaginary as one underlying driver 
of practice. This research takes the idea of the social imaginary derived from 
Taylor to research motivations, expectations, and images underlying church 
planting practice – the theological imaginary. It helps identify the connection 
                                                
948 See section 1.3. 
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between actions and what powers those actions. The imaginary is a powerful 
factor in setting expectations and direction – it is what one thinks should or could 
be. When applied to those in mission, this thesis demonstrates the theological 
imaginary, showing those concepts which are guiding missioners involved in 
starting brand new churches. It gives a picture of what ideas are drawn on when 
envisioning the nature and mission of the church.  
 During any era, having a clear view of how people understand the church 
in its mission is important. Perhaps it is now as timely as ever, towards 
empowering the church to best meet the challenges it faces. A picture of the 
theological imaginary of church planters makes a contribution to mission theology 
in understanding what is guiding practitioners in their new church work. This 
thesis uncovers the theological imaginary of church planters through empirical 
research with a wide range of missioners doing new church work. It describes the 
imaginary, and in doing so, gives insight into the embodied narratives which guide 
practice. This thesis shows what interaction practitioners have with missional 
ideas so the wider church is informed, and through that awareness might be 
better equipped to the prepare and move the church into mission.  
 In order to achieve its aims, this thesis progresses through these topics: 
Chapter 1 discusses the research as one of practical theology. It considers 
research limitations, research objectives, and previously completed related 
research. Chapter 2 considers the contextual factors of postmodernity and post-
Christendom through key literature. It outlines the background of the missional 
and emerging church movements as responses to the current context of mission. 
Chapter 3 outlines five key themes from the missional literature: the importance 
of being a community, participation in the missio Dei, the need for 
contextualization, being incarnational, and seeking kingdom transformation. 
Chapter 4 uses thematic analysis to examine the data from 21 missioners in 18 
new church works against the themes and sub-themes from the missional 
literature and for other themes arising. Chapter 5 gives a picture of the theological 
imaginary of church planters as evidenced in the data, and compares this against 
the themes in the literature for themes present and absent.  
 As is seen in Chapter 5, the theological imaginary of church planters in the 
research shows all five themes in the literature at work. Strong theological ideas 
motivate missioners around a caring, serving church who are sent into their 
communities to witness. They want to contextually share the good news and see 
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people come into relationship with God. Missioners envision their churches as 
active in transforming their communities for the kingdom. A breadth of theological 
ideas enriches the imaginary of church planters. However, the missional literature 
offers resources which are not fully taken up by missioners. The less vocalized 
aspects of missio Dei, the kingdom, and the incarnation have potential to give 
vision to mission. Images of the church as a contrast community which 
demonstrates the divine nature, and lives in the ways of the kingdom of God now 
were not widely evidenced. The incarnation is not integrated well into the 
imaginary of participants, nor is joining God’s own activity in mission to restore all 
creation. These ideas can ground mission practice in the God’s agency in the 
world, give an eschatological vision for ministry, and inspire the church in mission 
through God’s incarnation in Jesus. The missional literature also has resources 
about the changing cultural context and post-Christendom which could be further 
utilized. While all five major themes are seen in most missioners, some aspects 
of these themes are not nourishing church planters or are limited in their 
expression. These less accessed theological elements have significant potential 
for connecting mission activity to deeper theological inspiration. 
 
6.2 Implications for Future Research and Training 
 
 There are several areas for further research suggested by this thesis. 
These are areas outside of the aims of this thesis but have connections to it. The 
most important area for future consideration is the need for training and 
theological education. Further research could be done on the actual resources 
inspiring missioners. Other factors influencing the theological imaginary could be 
a focus of research including personality factors, denominational influence, 
contextual factors, geographic context, and training. The intersection of 
innovation theory and the imaginary could be investigated in future research. 
 The most significant area for future work highlighted by this thesis is that 
of training and continuing theological education to resource mission in the church. 
While it was clear there are significant theological themes running through the 
imaginary of participants in this research, it also points to further work which can 
be done. This research shows that there are substantial theological ideas which 
are either not known or not being accessed by missioners. These are important 
resources for the church as it engages in mission. Theological education can help 
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address this gap. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to consider training models 
or theological education as a whole. However, the results of the research indicate 
there are inactive theological resources which can inspire mission, just from 
comparing data from the themes limited to the missional literature. The results of 
this thesis indicate that theological education is an area for attention. This is 
supported by others in the field as will be explored briefly. The term “theological 
education” in this context is inclusive of the wide range of options for ministry 
training available today. For some this is degree level studies, for others 
denominational training, and for still others, courses like those offered at Church 
Mission Society.949 Comments here are directed to the full range of options, 
flowing from my own reflections on this research in relationship to education and 
training.  
 There is a continuing need for the development and diffusion of mission 
training. Research by David Dadswell and Cathy Ross into church planting notes 
that training for missioners needs to be on the agenda of the wider church. They 
say of their participants, ‘Nearly every person who spoke made the same 
assertion [of feeling inadequately trained] so it is clear that we need some 
strategic and coherent training for church planters.’950 Their conclusion on 
training says, ‘It seems that the church needs to take some urgent steps to find 
and train leaders who can connect with our current society both in terms of 
understanding the context and being able to challenge the context. A missional 
imagination, which can be expressed in a myriad of ways, needs to be fostered 
and developed among leaders.’951 A report by George Lings and Stuart Murray 
on church planting concurs, noting that while there have been some encouraging 
developments, ‘One aspect of church planting in which there has been only 
patchy progress since 2000 is the provision of training.’952 There is a real felt need 
for suitable training for mission.  
 Training for mission in light of both new cultural contexts and the theology 
of missio Dei are topics being discussed by those like Lings and Murray who are 
involved in training. ‘Despite efforts by training institutions to develop appropriate 
modules and courses, most remained locked into assumptions, priorities and 
                                                
949 www.churchmissionsociety.org 
950 Dadswell. Page 5. 
951 Ibid. Page 52. 
952 George Lings, Stuart Murray, and Army Church, Church Planting in the Uk since 2000 : 
Reviewing the First Decade, Grove Evangelism Series ; Ev 99; Grove Evangelism Series ; Ev 
99. (Cambridge, England :: Grove Books, 2012). Page 20. 
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patterns that do not equip students adequately for the 21st century mission 
context or their role as pioneers.’953 Robert Doornenbal concludes something 
similar in his extensive consideration of leadership, theological education, and 
the missional and emerging church movements. In Crossroads, Doornenbal 
reports the importance of theological education that is focused more intentionally 
on leadership and more explicitly for a post-Christendom context or mission.954 
There is a call for mission training and theological education which takes into 
consideration the current context of mission; others call for mission training which 
is focused and filtered through a missional theology of the church. Andrew Kirk 
advocates theological education grounded on mission. He says that if theology is 
about a God who has revealed himself as a missionary God with a purpose in the 
world, then these themes must fill theology and education. ‘It seems therefore 
logical that the task of theology – discerning the mode of being and acting of this 
God – and, by inference, of theological education is permeated through and 
through by a biblically grounded understanding of the mission of the triune 
God.’955 This research affirms the drive for missioners’ education to be grounded 
in missional ecclesiology emerging from understandings of the missio Dei and 
critical reflection on the context of mission in the Western world.  
 This research reveals some disparity between mission practice and a 
depth of theological grounding for practice. Of particular note is the lack of 
connection between activity and some of the theological resources which can 
ground and motivate mission practice. Ministry action took place as evidenced, 
but apparently not out of connection to the rich theological inspiration available. 
Brian Stanley in the forward to Reflecting on and Equipping for Christian Mission 
has a stark comment on the connection between mission practice and theological 
thinking:   
Christian mission over the last century or more has been plagued by a 
divorce between action and reflection. The most evangelistically active 
practitioners have too often been the shallowest theological thinkers, 
whilst the deep reflectors have frequently been so embarrassed about the 
demonstrable pitfalls of previous mission practice, and so hesitant about 
the likely pitfalls of future mission practice, that they have effectively 
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withdrawn from active engagement in the task of spreading the good news 
of Jesus Christ.956 
 
 Missioners would benefit from reflection on the connection between 
practice and theology. A deep grounding in theology is not only important for 
missioners, but for those they lead. Theological education for missioners and 
leaders serves the whole church. Christopher Wright says, ‘How then can 
theological education serve the mission of the church? Primarily, in my view, by 
training those who will equip the saints for their ministry.’957 Church planters and 
other leaders have the unique opportunity to “equip the saints” and inspire the 
imaginary. Theological training is not only a matter of examining doctrine or of 
considering mission strategies, although both of these are deeply important to 
the church. The ultimate aim of that reflection is to enable the church to be what 
God has called it to be. Theological education has the capacity to expand 
horizons and enlarge the expectations of what ecclesial life can be, resourced 
from both historic and current thinking. And it is ultimately not just the small 
percentage of theologically – missionally – engaged professionals the world 
needs, but the entire church, empowered and engaged, participating in God’s 
mission to restore all creation. Christopher Wright says: 
And consequently, there is also a crying need for institutions of theological 
education, insofar as they are engaging in training future pastors, to train 
them to be equippers – to have a high view of the calling and ministries of 
all God’s people, including the vast majority (98%) who are not pastors, 
etc. but are out there as salt and light in the world….Theological education 
needs to equip pastors to equip others in this missional understanding and 
practice.958  
 
 Alan Roxburgh speaks to this extensively in his book The Missional 
Leader.959 For Roxburgh, this is the definition of leadership which is needed – 
inspiration for others. ‘Leadership is not about enlightenment but cultivation of an 
environment that releases the missional imagination of God’s ordinary people,’ 
says Roxburgh.960 He writes about the need for empowering leadership in the 
church in today’s cultural context of discontinuous change, where the church 
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finds itself in a very different place than in the past.961 Leadership is about seeing 
the congregation enabled.  ‘…The key to innovating new life and mission in a 
congregation is not so much a strategy for growth as it is a cultivation of people 
themselves. It is from among the people that the energy and vision for missional 
life emerge.’962 A theologically informed imaginary can flow from those who lead 
and inspire their churches to the whole people of God. Church planters, 
missioners, and all types of leaders need to access theologically grounded, 
contextually aware theological training not only for their own ministries, but to 
expand the imaginary of the entire church for mission.  
 The limits of this thesis are to investigate the impact of the theological 
themes within the missional literature but further research could be done on 
what actual resources, if any, in terms of books, web-sites, forums, 
conferences, or cohorts of practice influenced and inspired missioners. Would it 
be possible to discern how impactful and potentially fruitful specific resources 
have been? Research could be done which asks how missioners nourish 
themselves by type of training: books, web-based learning, seminars or 
courses, personal mentoring, etc. A survey of particular resources could be 
collated and compared to see if there are patterns of resources being 
particularly accessed.  
 Research could be undertaken to understand the impact of other factors 
which influence the imaginary of church planters. This research focused on the 
theological aspect of the imaginary of missioners, but similar research could be 
done to understand more, for example, about the potential impact of the 
socioeconomic setting of the church or personality profiles of missioners. Future 
research could consider how those factors both shape the expectations of 
church for the church planter themselves and expectations of the new churches 
they are planting. Comparative research could be undertaken which seeks to 
identify a range of factors which potentially influence the imaginary around 
church, to evaluate the impact of different factors from the missioners 
perspective.  
 Along these lines, research could be done correlating between different 
church streams and the emphasis seen in the theological imaginary. Some 
research noted in the literature review (section 1.3) was done within one church 
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stream. Labanow researched something similar to the imaginary in an 
ethnographic study of one particular church, but research like his and that of 
this thesis could explore the imaginary in one whole church tradition.963 Cooper 
and Doel both consider church planting within a stream of churches (New 
Frontiers and the Baptist Union).964 The focus of Cooper’s research was on 
growth based distinctives and Doel’s was on attitudes towards secularization 
and contextualization. Future research could be done similarly within a church 
stream on the theological imaginary rooted within that church stream. A similar 
approach could be done based on geography, as in Coulter’s research in 
Northern Ireland.965 The factors influencing the theological imaginary could be 
researched in different geographic locations, looking for and comparing 
geographic influences.  
 The idea of the theological imaginary itself may direct future projects. 
Research could be undertaken into the ways in which the imaginary is 
transformed from a smaller group like church planters for a wider group in the 
church. How is the imaginary dispersed or changed, opening up new possibilities 
for church life and mission? Future research on the imaginary and change could 
connect with frameworks about innovation.966 Paas looks at innovation and 
church planting.967 He considers contemporary innovation theory and the church, 
noting briefly three elements: distinctions between short-term problem solving 
through adaptation and long-term challenges which require innovation; if true 
innovation can actually be planned or must come out of other factors; radical 
renewal through a focus on processes and not results.968 These elements of 
innovation theory and change within the church could be explored in research 
connected with theological imaginary. Paas also considers environments (or 
biotopes) for innovation: free havens, laboratories and incubators.969 He goes into 
more detail with these but there is potential for more research in each of these 
environments, their functioning in the church, and how contextual elements and 
the imaginaries involved might be influential. Research noted above by Marti and 
Ganiel does go into great detail around change in the emerging church through 
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the concepts of  “embedded agents” and “institutional entrepreneurs” who hope 
to reimagine and replot Christian faith.970 These theoretical frameworks which 
were applied in Marti and Ganiel to the emerging church could be applied in 
different sectors of the church in mission to understand the interactions of change 
dynamics within those groups. Also noted in 1.2.1 is the application of an 
innovation framework to new church work by Michael Moynagh. The six 
innovation processes (dissatisfaction, exploration, sense-making, amplification, 
edge of chaos, and transformation) applied to his studies of new church work, 
could be expanded to interact with the theological imaginary.971  
 This research applies the framework of the imaginary particularly to the 
themes missioners use to nourish their church planting ministry. The results of 
this research have implications for training and for further research. As is 
demonstrated in this thesis, there is a gap between the material offered in the 
missional literature and what is incorporated into the imaginary of the church 
planters interviewed. This particularly points to the need for further theological 
education and training to enable missioner to have a deep theological foundation 
on which to draw. The imaginary as described by Taylor has significant potential 
to open up areas of research within the church. Making explicit the expectations 
and images which guide practice can be fruitful as the church goes forward in its 
ministry.  
 
6.3 Personal Reflections on Results 
 
 How we think matters. How we think about God and his purpose in the 
world matters greatly. It has the potential to shape our lives and our identity. I 
believe how the wider church thinks about its identity and purpose is critically 
important. What does the church look like? What are we to be? As a church 
planter, I am aware of the challenges of mission in Britain. These sweeping 
currents of context are largely out of our control, but we are able to respond to 
them in informed, reflective ways. I want to see reflection in the church enabled 
and resourced from a depth of biblical, theologically grounded thinking. How are 
we to think about these shifts in culture? How are we to think about the 
relationship of the church to it? What does the gospel have to say in this setting? 
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This kind of thinking is not new or novel but must be the work of the church 
continually in every context and generation. The missional church dialogue is one 
strand of the church thinking through these topics. It is one range of reflection for 
our time on the church, gospel, and culture. The results of this research indicate 
it is one resource for the church which has not been fully engaged.  
 The nature of new church work has the potential to bring with it reflection 
on this intersection of Christian faith, culture, and the church. Those involved in 
church planting have the opportunity for unique reflection and experimentation in 
mission. While all interaction with the gospel and culture is “on the front-line,” 
those doing new church work have the opportunity to think deeply and creatively 
about how to incarnate as God’s people in a waiting world. This thinking can be 
a gift in dialogue with the wider church. It is vitally important that all of those who 
are setting vision and leading for the church access a breadth and depth of 
theology. 
 The research results indicate to me that there is more work to be done in 
facilitating reflection and connection between ministry activity and theological 
resources. This thesis points to gaps in the full potential of the theological 
imaginary. A robust, comprehensive theological imaginary has much to offer the 
church in mission. A deeply rooted theological imaginary can energize the church 
in its life and mission together. The concepts above are not just to be debated or 
written about, but can be powerful guides to the practices of discipleship and 
mission. To be best positioned to move forward in the purposes of God, we need 
the full range of resources available to the church. It is my hope that the resources 
considered in this thesis, and many others, can facilitate men and women as they 







Table 2. Prioritizing being a caring community 
 
Interview B We used four phrases that help us communicate a journey for 
people, so we would say that we look at "Come Home, find 
family, love others, be the church" 
Interview C A body, a family, flock: they’re all pretty biblical. …But I think 
family in particular, the community turning up the volume on 
that. 
Interview C I said at the beginning I want you to commit to two things a 
week -  a Sunday morning service and commit to a life group. 
Interview G Our church centres around fellowship, relationships. We build 
relationships with people, we build trust through the 
relationships, we engage in discipleship. 
Interview G I think there’s probably about 90-100 people there. … There 
are some who are in the inner rings and there are some who 
are in the outer rings.  
Interview H Community is important now to people in their 20s and 30s. 
Interview J It’s really based around relationship, hugely relational, 
hanging out together, a bit like what we'd read Acts 2:42, the 
whole thing of sharing life in fullness together. 
Interview L I think the hope of our nation and probably the US as well, is 
the community church. 
Interview N Cell church was actually -- the cell is your church. 
Interview O We meet on a Thursday evening and we always do food 
together. It always involves food because it's just such a 
simple and easy way of building community. 
Interview O We really wanted to focus on our neighbours, the immediate 
people next to us. 
Interview F1 We kind of determined at the beginning that we would love 
and care for the people and lead the ones that we had as 
best we could. 
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Interview E2 ...we wanted to build a community. We didn't really want to 
come and I suppose, build something that wasn't centred on 
family really. A family in terms of wanting to be completely for 
one another, to calling one another up, and loving one 
another well, and challenging one another, and actually doing 
the stuff of the Kingdom. 
Interview E1 We have Sunday brunch once a month, games, eating…. 
Interview D2 …just how to give this place some meaning for somebody 
and that to make it meaningful in a way that they say, this is 
the place where I could go, where I will be welcome. This is 
the place where I know I can get help. This is a place I know I 
can just go and chill out and go get a £1.00 coffee. 
Interview A I thought maybe I should put together the new Christians 
where I'm discipling and the Christians that are not happy 
with Church and we create a community. 
Interview K …the mutual indwelling, the mutual equality, the mutual love 
for one another, um, community, that's what we want. 
Interview K Church is about community, it's about life, it's not about a 
programmes. And so that's really changed us dramatically. 
Yeah, that's affected our way of doing church, definitely. 
Interview M …also for smaller communities who gather and may weekly 
in-between, which could be in someone's home or it could be 
in a café space, could be outdoors, but that to be where we 
share the bible together, very simple prayers together and be 
more Christian discipleship, overtly Christian discipleship 
based. 
Interview P It's still a place where we go to get alongside people to lead 
them to the Lord, because we need more relationship time 
with them… 
Interview R Connect means we build in community, we value community. 
Interview Q I wanted a lot of young people, so I wanted there to be lots of 
big friendship groups and kind of community driven, like the 
friendship element of things, and it to be fun. 
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Interview Q We say that we have a good food culture which speaks of 
hospitality. On a Sunday morning, …to have good food, to 
look after each other that way. But also, to have… people are 
relating to each other in a way where they're eating together. 
 
Table 3. Church as being rooted with and active in a location 
 
Interview B We get to know a city, we get to know a people, we get to 
know a history. 
Interview G We're a network church. 
Interview H We started a youth club in the estate. 
Interview J The whole point of it was to sit down, look at what was going 
on in the community, how can we help improve some of the 
areas. 
Interview L Yes, I guess our estate is almost like a small town within a 
city, but it's very close. Everyone's family, everyone knows 
each other, so that local council call me the community 
pastor. 
Interview N The work God has for me is literally on my doorstep. 
Interview O I led a missional community that was geographically based in 
the area that we were living around. 
Interview O I wanted to be really connected to the local community, to 
really be involved. We had a relationship with a coffee shop 
in the area. 
Interview I I needed something where I could see the physical 
boundaries of where I was ministering. 
Interview F1 [listing the type of community] “low crime, tidy, no burnt out 
cars, young families, lots of old people, family housing, single 
mums, mental health issues, vulnerable children” 
Interview F1 We have parents and babies groups, to provide a place for 
them to come with baby, to meet other mums, to be together 
to talk to some older, wiser church people who have been 
mums and who have that Christian perspective and could just 
listen, actually. 
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Interview D2 But once people came in, it was all about getting to – just 
trying to build a relationship with them or just trying to get to 
know our community. 
Interview M Building bridges out to the community, but now actually we 
need  people to go and live in those communities and not to 
build a bridge but to inhabit where people are, and that was 
really exciting and releasing. 
Interview R We've tried lots of things - Messy church, café church, fun 
days, mother's day, family based - I guess we concentrate on 
family type events because that's probably a strength there. 
Interview R …and serve the community. We're in a community centre 
right on the edge of Ross in a residential area, so just serving 
that community, really with events, fun, with again, quality 
events. 
 
Table 4. Church as needing deep, authentic relationships 
 
Interview J …trying to create a much more vulnerable group of people 
that were willing to be open with each other, to share proper 
life together. Because that was the heart of it. To be quite raw 
and real with each other, to the point where we would be 
willing to give up anything to do whatever God asked. 
Interview J … to just build authentic, vulnerable, real world relationships.  
Interview F1 [Craft and Chat] We start with prayer. They've all started to 
now turn up about 10 to 10:00 because they want to be here 
for the prayer…. They’re so caring. They're probably more 
caring that most church people. They love each other to bits. 
They all come in, there's loads of hugs, there's lots of tears. 
They've all got issues of some sort going on. It's life. 
Interview F1 [Community Choir] It's a real time of community. We sing for 
an hour, and then we have cake… and we're very much a 
cake church… which is supposed to be half an hour, but its 
turned into another hour because we just don't want to go 
home. We just sit around chatting." 
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Interview E2 We wanted to build a community. We didn't really want to 
come and I suppose, build something that wasn't centred on 
family really. A family in terms of wanting to be completely for 
one another, to calling one another up, and loving one 
another well, and challenging one another, and actually doing 
the stuff of the Kingdom. 
Interview D1 What's really good at both places is people create family for 
themselves when they've got no family. So you take Nina with 
Isabel who's got no family. It's Nanny Pat who's one of our 
volunteers. Pat is her nanny. Isabel said when she draws 
pictures of her family at school, it's Nanny Pat there instead of 
the grandma. 
Interview K I was like, we don’t want you to come [leave their present 
church to this other church we are moving to]. …and they 
said, ‘Well actually, you are our church. We’ve just been 
attending this other one. Well actually, you are our church.’ 
Interview A It was just the unreality I think, that was one of the things that 
I really struggle with, with church, was the unreality of where 
kind of in  this bubble and there's this world out there that is 
hurting and broker, and we're singing praise songs endlessly 
and it didn't seem to be making any sense or any difference. 
Interview A …what would church be like where we actually were real? And 
we got down and dirty in the mess of life rather than pretend 
everything's fine and that God is great and we can just sing 
these songs every week and then just go back to normality. 
Interview A My vision…. Not going to a meeting in a building, we're going 
to meet in people's homes. We're going to be genuinely 
community, so we're not going to do this whole kind of 'how are 
you?' 'I'm alright.' That actually we're going to be involved in 
our lives, we're going to share the deep stuff and we are going 
to do mission . 
Interview Q On a Sunday morning, …to have good food, to look after 
each other that way. But also, to have… people are relating to 
each other in a way where they're eating together. 
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Table 5. Church as a community sent together on mission (inside to outside) 
 
Interview C It’s just all – the Acts 29, three words, and many other 
churches use as church, based on ‘word’ – that produce a 
‘community’ of people where ‘mission’ is not something we 
say, we do, it’s something that we actually live where we are. 
Interview C Do you have a heart to make relationships with non-
Christians? This is the very reason that we exist, not to have 
a cosy thing. 
Interview G I like it when they 'be church.'" I like it when their life 
expresses worship, discipleship, fellowship, mission and 
ministry, in whatever location that happens to be. 
Interview J …around this real raw authentic relationship, it was all based 
around mission to reach out rather than becoming insular. 
Interview J But of course, along the journey, me and my wife would kind 
of say, "'God, so what do you want us to do? What does this 
look like? We believe you want us to move over here." And it 
all really was just very simple, very basic really, what I'd 
shared with you already - just build authentic, vulnerable, 
real world relationships - that is about reaching out to them., 
that loves and cares for one another, but its mission is to 
reach out, not get entrenched looking within.  
Interview O It's sort of reaching out to those people groups and trying to 
get to know them. But really the missional community is 
more about how we support each other to get to know our 
friends, to hang out with people. 
Interview E2 Whereas if you ask me would I happily go and build 
community and within that share Jesus, then that's a totally 
different idea for me. 
Interview A That actually we're going to be involved in our lives, we're 
going to share the deep stuff and we are going to do mission. 
Interview P The first phase will be that we encourage people to, is to 
establish a core team, and we encourage people to enjoy the 
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ride, enjoy the relationships, build a community that's open to 
others. Then from there, begin to reach out to friends. 
 
Table 6. Church as a contrast community which demonstrates the gospel 
 
Interview K We want to see a community transformed by Jesus. How he 
has transformed our lives as a family. We want to see that with 
our friends, with our families, our community. And we know 
that we aware dwelling in the community. That's so important... 
we wanted to be right smack bang in the middle and we just 
said, God here we are. 
Interview K We're just really showing them what it is to walk as a Christian, 
to be a Christian. In 2016, what it looks like being as an 
example and we're not pushing people to hard. 
Interview M Particularly the idea that in the OT people see themselves as 
sojourners, travellers and even when they enter the promised 
land, they are tenants. It's not theirs, hence, it's God's land and 
the responsibility to welcome the stranger comes with it. 
Interview M Building bridges out to the community, but now actually we 
need  people to go and live in those communities and not to 
build a bridge but to inhabit where people are, and that was 
really exciting and releasing. 
Interview M But I'm looking, and "how then shall we live?" How do you 
want to live? Maybe you don't have to live as you are, maybe 
there is another way of living is possible. Do you want to join 
us in finding out what that is? 
Interview M …that's why it's a question of "who is it you seek and how are 
you going to live?"  
Interview B Again, we would start to talk about our kingdom, the kind of 
now and not yet, the kingdom we believe in the Vineyard, and 
the gifts of the Spirit and hearing from God, responding to God 
and being Jesus' hands and feet in our community, seeing our 
community transformed by demonstrating the compassion of 
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God, to living lives, seeing the power of God at work, almost 
the tools of the kingdom being active in the church. 
Interview B We're placing ourselves among the people day in and day out, 
constantly filling the city with the story of who Jesus is and 
what he has done for us at the end. Doing that practically 
through serving the needs of the city. 
Interview F1 I thought about this being on a crossroads, the whole thing 
kind of wanting people to come and ask about where the good 
way is for them, and we want them to kind of find peace, and 
we want them to come be at a crossroads, and make choices 
and decisions 
Interview F2 Certainly the Salvation Army, our legacy, our DNA is about 
going to people who've got nothing to do with church, nothing 
to do with God, whose lives are chaotic and going the wrong 
way, and being able to get close enough just to say there's 
another way to live. For us, it's the ultimate test, though, and 
we're a long way from thinking that we're winning on that one." 
Interview I I suppose that I have said about being with people, being 
alongside people, being – this is what I read the other day, 
“Anyone who follows me will not walk in darkness, but have the 
light of life.” I was like, “what is the light of life?” 
Interview P We want to be a door of hope. We had a verse from Hosea, I'll 
give the people in the valley of despair and I'll make them into 
a door of hope. So that has really informed our mission 
Interview O It is really important because God showed us compassion, 
how do we show compassion to those around us? 
Interview C It’s just all – the Acts 29, three words, and many other 
churches use as church, based on ‘word’ – that produce a 
‘community’ of people where ‘mission’ is not something we 







Table 8. Community is inclusive. 
 
Interview F1 My view (has changed) about who I want to be included, who 
I want to bring in…who I have a heart for, who I feel like I can 
love. 
Interview F1 I dislike anything that says to somebody you can't be a part of 
this. I don't like it. … I don't like it when it becomes a them 
and us, or if people feel that makes you better that other 
because they wear it [the uniform]. I just don't like that. It's 
just the whole part and parcel of the idea of inclusivity, reality, 
is much more on my radar that it ever would have been. 
Interview F2 “Well these newcomers are coming in can have an effect on 
the core family,” and you want to say to them that's because 
they are the core family. 
Interview F2 Everybody is us, as far as we can make out. 
Interview E1 Everyone's involved in worship but we won't do like a token 
children's song. It will just be worship and then a talk… Then 
we'd eat together because we do it at 5 o clock…. So you can 
create community that way. 
Interview D1 The key thing at Clapton is that we're a community. If you're 
homeless and you come in for lunch, we'll give it to you free, 
but you'll sit next to a toddler mum who can afford to pay. You 
won't be treated differently or separate. … Everybody else 
still seems to be doing separate things whereas we just do 
community. 
Interview D1 [uniform]… Everybody wants it. They don't wear it all the time, 
but they want to buy. They want to belong. Everybody wants 
to belong. 
Interview D2 It's really nice to be able to say to anybody – it’s all about 
inclusive. You don't have to be anything to preach at church. 
Salvation Army would say that we believe in the priesthood of 
all believers. What you don’t see is that lived you. Whereas I 
am happy to facilitate that being lived out to the endth degree. 
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Interview D1 What we've got is a culture where anybody who comes for 
anything, we'll expect to pray with each other. In Clapton, if 
we're doing something all together , the kids will all sit and 
pray with each other. 
Interview D1 So we know we are building random community and crossing 
a lot of boundaries there. 
Interview K There's an openness within the congregation, people are 
speaking, the preachers interrupted and everybody's 
involved. There's an active part for people to play. 
Interview K We need to be all less and just learn together, read scripture 
together, just move together in the same direction. 
Interview K Yes, the mutual indwelling, the mutual equality, the mutual 
love for one another, um, community, that's what we want. 
Interview K We meet, we chat, we preach the world of God, and we stay 
away from uplifting anybody on a stage. We kind of see all 
the people as equal, and that was a real big decision for us. I 
think that we wanted to be more about a community and 
friendship and relationships rather than entertainment or 
performance. 
Interview K It's change my outlook, in that I'm not there to above people, 
to shout out at them. I'm there to link arms with them, to be on 
the floor with them, and I'm an equally and just to encourage 
one another, build on another up. 
Interview M Simplicity but it also got the whole community being involved, 
and when you are a community of maybe 20 adults, 
everybody can be involved…. But actually the whole 
community, it was the community, including the children…. 
Interview M Particularly the idea that in the OT people see themselves as 
sojourners, travellers and even when they enter the promised 
land, they are tenants. It's not theirs, hence, it's God's land 
and the responsibility to welcome the stranger comes with it. 
Interview Q I think people get that, the “why” is that small is good for us. 
The “why” is that if you're small everybody gets to have a go. 
The “why” is because we're actually a church of about 300 
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adults, but if we were all one together only about four of five 
of us would get to preach, lead worship, anchor meetings, 
and we'd get that kind of leadership stretching. Whereas this 
way, actually, dozens and dozens of people - we've trained a 
hundred preachers and probably about 40-50 of them have 
preached. And dozens of worship leaders and musicians. 
Interview Q I've realized, okay, well if I can do it then actually this has got 
to be a much more open playing field for lots of other people 
to be able to do this. 
 
Table 9. Contextualization for a specific location. 
 
Interview B But was that sense of -- we were really aware of 
contextualization. 
Interview B What would it look like for a bunch of followers of Jesus from 
that community, in that background, to gather together, to 
worship, to allow the Bible to inform them and shape them 
and apply it to their lives… to be Jesus' hands and feet where 
they are? 
Interview C It is a predominantly white, middle to lower families… socially 
pretty monolithic, but increasing diversity… renowned for its 
affluence with derby, yet it has two of the most deprived 
electoral boards in Surrey, so that it's obviously by a degree, 
but there are pockets of social lives here. 
Interview G They will not be extracted from that community into a 
separate church community. 
Interview J food bank…There's a real need, trying to really meet practical 
needs where people are at. 
Interview H There’s 3/4 million people living in Leeds, it’s officially the 
third largest city in the UK. It’s bigger than the city of 
Manchester.  
Interview L Ok, I need to start a working class church, with a working 
class feel, working class etiquette, on a council estate and 
see what happens. 
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Interview L We have secular music in church, and we don’t have a dress 
code at all. I’m just a normal guy, so I have my socks, and 
sandals, and my flat cap. I preach on a Sunday.  
Interview N They had a vision for youth work, but none of them were 
equipped for the kind of youth work we were talking about. It 
was on the street youth work. 
Interview N I learned very quickly to listen well to the context and not just 
with my ears but with my eyes and my senses. Realizing that 
the context changed every year, and working with that 
context, working with the values that we worked with. 
Interview O I led a missional community that was geographically based in 
the area that we were living around. 
Interview I The working class local population didn't engage with the 
church. 
Interview I But it may be that we have to reinvent that thing to work in the 
context. 
Interview I It’s a council estate, very traditional council estate. 
Interview F2 We realized there was no community space here. 
Interview F1 We got involved in the estate work right away - running a 
children's club at the school, chair of the Tenants association, 
youth council. 
Interview D1 There was a difference between inner city and working in a 
city in the midlands. The two are completely different because 
the level of deprivation and the level of need. Also the level of 
resources available. 
Interview D1 The vision was literally - people need to access church , God, 
around the corner from where they live. 
Interview A I really want to create some kind of alternative worship type 
thing for them [artists] in the future. 
Interview A What we need is we need fresh expressions of church in the 
culture that we're doing mission. So what does it mean to be 
a follower of Christ as a steampunk and what does church 
look like for steampunks? So I don't want you to come out of 
that world and then come into Sacred Space.... I want you to 
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be a follower and disciple in that culture and I want you to 
create church in that culture. 
Interview K It’s working class, outsiders not very welcome. 
Interview M We couldn't really engage with -- they didn't know what was 
going on, and then we started to have questions: why are we 
expecting them to be like us? … We started to do something 
in the local primary school on a Sunday afternoon, which was 
looked like Saturday morning kids' TV but for all ages and 
very simple. 
Interview M In an area like Market Harborough where a lot of people have 
everything they want. 
Interview M We soon realized that [contemporary style church] wasn't 
possible, wasn't what people are asking  for, and thinking to 
see where God was going to be leading. 
Interview N There are a few monthly groups that we met with, one which 
I’m still involved with which is the barefoot. Which is for 
people of faith, not faith, different faiths where we meet up in 
the park once a month and we take our shoes off. We walk 
round the park for half an hour in complete silence. Then we 
come together and share what that felt like. We might read a 
little bit of poetry or catch up with each other or we might 
make something.  
Interview P We have a Friday night congregation exclusively for people 
with life controlling needs. 
Interview P We saw a need. …Started a meeting out of how are we going 
to reach these people, how they won't come to Sunday 
morning. If they did it will be difficult. 
Interview P I think what we've done is more looked at the kind of people, 
get to know a community, look at the kind of community, what 
would they do? So we've helped another couple of churches 
start ministry with the poor, and get involved with food, and 
then a meeting, which is obviously a different style. 
Interview Q Different suburbs of Manchester are very different - so we 
have one site which is in a very poor part of the city, another 
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site which is in a very student-y part of the city. It's very 
transient. And a couple of sites in quite middle class areas of 
the city. 
 
Table 10. The need for the church to be contextualized for changing culture. 
 
Interview B I guess I feel over time is as a church planter, my job is to 
reimagine church for the next generation and that doesn't 
mean doing the next fad or the next thing, but it means trying 
to reach more people. 
Interview B I'm going to have to as a leader, be willing to sit there to 
enable us to reach the communities that are yet unreached in 
our city, and some of that is contextualized to our time in 
history, and I haven't got a model of that... 
Interview G They would never set foot in a church building for a whole 
host of reasons - Hence Church without Walls. 
Interview G He pitched his tent among us, and he became a particular 
man, in a particular context, in a particular culture, in a 
particular place, in a particular country, at a particular time. I 
decided to model my church planting and mission on Jesus." 
Interview H I was basically, okay, well the cultural context back then that 
we were in the UK, obviously we are moving more to post-
modernism, but the cultural context which in some courts in 
the church has been demonized because of the rejection 
within the postmodern culture of meta-narratives, and one of 
those being the gospel. 
Interview H Let’s not get panicky about this. Let’s find how we 
contextualize the gospel into this culture so it makes that 
connection where people can understand and begin to be 
drawn to God. 
Interview H I think your specific things you look at things like community, 
now I would talk about people in their 20’s and 30’s year olds 
– the importance of call, connecting with a sense of call on 
their lives.  
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Interview J We wanted it to be culturally relevant, to be able to connect 
with people where they were. So contemporary maybe in 
style. 
Interview J I think we ended up trying to do is, put too much framework 
around it. We tried to make like very accessible to people, we 
do like snappy videos, really short sermons, and all this kind 
of stuff. 
Interview N This church was totally revitalized because they feel that they 
can do that there. Just different ways of engaging with the 
way in which culture has moved on. So what might that look 
like? 
Interview D1 We attempt to be relevant and that means we have no set 
formula. So it's whatever is needed and whatever will engage. 
We do café church here once a month…We did Christian 
festivals.  
Interview D1 It needed to be relevant. It's a coffee shop for now. Who 
knows what it'll be in five years’ time? It might be a tea shop. 
Tea's a big thing now, it's not coffee anymore, is it? So we 
must never see anything as static. 
Interview D1 People at Christmas want carols with a brass band. 
Interview A But it opened my eyes to this interest in spirituality. Sort of, it 
made me aware of the fact that in the culture there was so 
much going on in terms of phone-ins about hauntings or a 
plot line of a programme that involved going to the medium, 
tarot cards being used to advertise cars. I was like, oh my 
goodness, everywhere I look it seems to be there some type 
of spiritual mechanism that’s being use in the culture... 
Interview A What we understand of the culture has been really significant. 
Interview A Actually, as opposed to all superficial changes is where 
actually I think there needs to be some new theology or some 
reframing of theology for the fact that we live in changed 
times. 
Interview P There was a desire to see if we could make things less 
religious, more contemporary. 
	 282 
Interview N This church was totally revitalized because they feel that they 
can do that there. Just different ways of engaging with the 
way in which culture has moved on. 
Interview Q I think I wanted them to get that it's non-Christians to be there 
and be comfortable, actually. 
Interview Q I think realizing that if you want young people in church, the 
kind of millennial age range, you need to talk to them much 
more differently than you do people over 40. Gen X people, 
you need to… millennials need… it's just a different 
conversation. 
 
Table 11. Frustration with the existing church for not being contextualized. 
 
Interview G I sensed that God was calling me out … because if I was to 
reach that category, that class of unchurched people, I couldn't 
do it from within a regular church. 
Interview N They were rejecting the church because it became 
irrelevant….but to just not see it as relevant, that's not good 
enough. 
Interview F2 I could see what was needed: a church which is flexible and 
not rigid, a church which is open and to closed, a church which 
adapts and looks outside, a church which embraces mystery 
rather than imposing truth. 
Interview A … I think of one of the dangers or one of the problems is that 
as I said before, is like we want pioneering, but we only wanted 
to go so far. I don't think that you can do that, I think if our 
serious about wanting a new thing, you've got to rethink 
everything. And at the moment, the church is saying like, 
"you're a pioneer, you can fit into the way that we do it." It's like, 
No, that's not going to work. 
Interview M We soon realized that [contemporary style church] wasn't 
possible, wasn't what people are asking  for, and thinking to 
see where God was going to be leading. 
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Interview P There was a desire to see if we could make things less 
religious, more contemporary. 
 
Table 12. The need for contextualization for a post-Christendom context. 
 
Interview G Christendom is an anarchism.[sic] It's getting smaller and 
smaller and smaller. 
Interview H now a missionary context in the UK 
Interview Q …people's engagement levels, the fact that less and less 
people go to church now in Britain, the fact that church is 
culturally, is beginning to take a different place in British 
culture. 
 
Table 13. Creativity in contextualization. 
 
Interview B I guess I feel over time is as a church planter, my job is to 
reimagine church for the next generation 
Interview B I'm like, okay, well, therefore, what I'm saying as a leader, I'm 
willing to go on a journey of innovation and wrap my 
ecclesiology around the expression through the kingdom, 
rather than going "this is our ecclesiology of our church - fit in, 
once we see the fruit." 
Interview G We have to be a chameleon, change it readily if it is not 
working. 
Interview E2 We have to be pioneering, we have to be pushing ourselves 
because that's what God called us to do and as soon as we 
set out building our own little empire then it's not going to, if it 
something that won't satisfy us then that's not what God 
called us to do. 
Interview G Who we are today is quite radically different to who we were 
when we started out. We do change from season to season. 
We change from maybe half-year to half-year, maybe from 
year to year. 
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Interview C Yes, so we've got our premise, you got to be creative with 
that. 
Interview D1 It needed to be relevant. It's a coffee shop for now. Who 
knows what it'll be in five years’ time? It might be a tea shop. 
Tea's a big thing now, it's not coffee anymore, is it? So we 
must never see anything as static. 
Interview D1 We attempt to be relevant and that means we have no set 
formula. So it's whatever is needed and whatever will engage. 
Interview J As soon as we moved into Teignmouth, again I just knew that 
God wanted to start something new. 
Interview N I learned very quickly to listen well to the context and not just 
with my ears but with my eyes and my senses. Realizing that 
the context changed every year, and working with that 
context, working with the values that we worked with. 
Interview A [The ministry] has always been arts focused, it was also very 
much about our creativity. So how do we express what's 
going on for us through art? Writing our own liturgy, doing our 
own painting, making space for us to -- so like one evening 
we kind of did our own art. We painted and prayed as we 
painted. And people have led us to different things. It's just 
sort of to open up, an opportunity to experiment and to try 
things. 
Interview A … I think of one of the dangers or one of the problems is that 
as I said before, is like we want pioneering, but we only 
wanted to go so far. I don't think that you can do that, I think if 
our serious about wanting a new thing, you've got to rethink 
everything. And at the moment, the church is saying like, 
"you're a pioneer, you can fit into the way that we do it." It's 
like, No, that's not going to work. 
Interview A So therefore, the organization needs dissent, but it hates 
dissent. So it's this, and I think that's what pioneers -- that's 
the role of pioneers in the church. It's like "we want pioneers" 
and so all the time I'm asked to do things, and it's like, "Oh 
yes, come and do this. Oh yeah, we think what you're doing is 
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fantastic." Then I say things and they say, "oh, we really didn't 
like what you did." It's like, well you wanted it, but not you 
don't want it like that. Yes, it's like, "Can you be edgy, but stop 
here?" 
Interview K We've always said, we'll just try new things with openness. 
We'll just try new things; we just don't want to get stuck in a 
rut and say “this is the way we're going to do it.” 
Interview M We gather people to do environmental work, creative work, 
making bird boxes, planting trees, bonfires and then use that 
as a vehicle to start talking about life and faith and that's in its 
very early stages. 
Interview Q I think we need to be more imaginative even, on the front end. 
I think church planting is one of the ways we can do that 
because it puts you on the front by the very nature of what it 
is and forces you to think about why people aren't turning up 
and therefore, what can we do to change it. 
 
Table 14. Mission as being a witness in the world. 
 
Interview B We're placing ourselves among the people day in and day out, 
constantly filling the city with the story of who Jesus is and 
what he has done for us at the end. Doing that practically 
through serving the needs of the city. 
Interview C "Do you have a heart to make relationships with non-
Christians? This is the very reason that we exist, not to have a 
cosy thing." 
Interview G "The call is to reach out to the unchurched, to the second and 
third generations of people whose parents didn't go to 
church…" 
Interview G For me what sustains me is the Engles scale. I'm not looking 
for a crisis conversion. I'm not looking to give the A B C of 
salvation, have that person drop to their knees and commit 
their lives to Christ momentarily. I'm looking for progress.  
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Interview H We felt God stir us about, okay, it's about seeing people come 
to Christ, about people being rescued. That was the primary 
motivation.  
Interview H God speaking to us about lost people in Leeds. 
Interview H …surely the Kingdom of God is about growth and expansion, 
this is about rescue. 
Interview J How are we going to reach out to them?... But more about 
recognizing where God has them, and equipping them to 
reach out to friends, colleagues, and all that kind of stuff.  
Interview J when we made that dramatic changes when we started. We 
saw people coming and being saved all the time. God was 
really gracious, crazing things would happen.  
Interview L Yes, basically I just saw a need. ...If you had 100 people on 
every estate saved, then that's going to make a huge 
difference.  
Interview N "You just work where you sense God is at work, and go and 
join him. You don't necessarily know what it's going to look 
like." 
Interview N Luke 10 - take not bags, shoes, speak to no one on the road, 
go to the house, eat what's put before you, proclaim the 
Kingdom of God." 
Interview F1 I think what has changed is… the idea of what it means to be 
saved is less formulaic and more about people starting on the 
discipleship journey with God, whatever stage they're starting 
at, and moving along that journey.  
Interview E1 …I think for me, I just got excited about how to actually impact 
a place, and see people come to faith. … But it’s not how, 
again, it's hard to say, how it could impact the town for Jesus.  
Interview E1 Yes, we want the end goal that they give their lives to Jesus 
and they follow him wholeheartedly and stuff.  
Interview D1 People said, what's your vision and I would walk them outside 
the front door and say, 'That block of flats over there, if we 
reach everybody in that flat with the gospel, we'll be full.  
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Interview A It's great to have these one-off conversations, but how are we 
actually going to see people come to faith? What does 
discipleship look like? How do we do church? 
Interview A Right, how do we engage with the seekers when it's not a fair? 
How do we get this more ongoing type contact? We decided 
that the arts was the way to go.  
Interview I …so there is the hope, is that you’re able to develop 
relationships and engage with people in church activities or 
faith, and stuff like that. I was like, “Oh, what do we do if 
people come to faith?”…and we’re prepared for that. 
Interview O It’s sort of reaching out to those people groups and trying to 
get to know them. Bur really, the missional community is more 
about how we support each other to get to know our friends, 
hanging out with people. 
Interview K We've bought a birthing pool, and we've seen three people 
profess faith in Christ, baptized them, and other sights.  
Interview P Our motivation is going to all the world and preach the Gospel, 
make disciples, at Matthew 28, really that's what we're trying 
to be a part of, along with many other groups 
Interview P I think the great commission, would be one [theological ideas] 
, the book of Acts will be the other, the desire to make 
disciples of all national alongside you must remember the 
poor.  
Interview R We wanted to impact Ross with the gospel 
Interview Q We talk about everything that we do to be about devotion, 
devotion to Jesus, building community and mission together.  
 
Table 15. The essential nature of the church as sent. 
 
Interview B The vision is to be a people who are captivated by Jesus, and 
abandoned to his mission to love the communities of Bath and 
beyond.    
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Interview C Actually convicted as a recapturing of an apostolic thing - that a 
guy called Paul was pretty keen on. The church lost that , and 
its being re-captured. 
Interview G When I said I had to take church to them, rather than attracting 
them to church, that meant - I didn't realize how literally I had to 
do that.  
Interview H Well, God is primarily a missionary God. We are now in a 
missionary context, wake up and smell the coffee that things 
have got to be different. We've got to find ways in which we can 
reach out to lost people, because we are a minority group in a 
missionary context.  
Interview J That [sharing life together] I suppose was at the heart of it, and 
being sent on mission.  
Interview J They [connect groups] were supposed to have a missional 
outlook that's based around their locality, so we congregate 
them in regions, so that they are especially missional in those 
regions as well.  
Interview F2 …this idea of going to the unchurched, and go to the worst of 
the unchurched, in a post-Christian, postmodern society.  
Interview E1 But why wouldn't they come in? It never crossed my mind that 
we should go out.  
Interview D1 I have always believed the established church needs to wake 
up and realize it's not about what they like. Their eternity is 
secure, and that their salvation sorted. Actually, they need to 
then care about other people around them. So I've always 
believed that church needs to be looking out and engaging.  
Interview A So the focus is outward, and then we kind of have opportunities 
where we then reflect on that together, and then what are we 
learning from that? 
Interview K No just planting a church but as Jesus says, go and make 
disciples. We're very missional and we always say that a 
church, that we want to disciple people but we're finding that's 
hard work. 
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Interview M We won't expect them to come to us. We're going to them, we'll 
change our ways. 
Interview P Our motivation is going to all the world and preach the Gospel, 
make disciples, at Matthew 28, really that's what we're trying to 
be a part of, along with many other groups. 
Interview R We're here to sow out. We're here as a group who believe 
God's call is to be a resource church… we're not here for 
ourselves, we're here to spread the gospel…. 
Interview R  …a kind of sense that we need to take the gospel out to the 
villages in some way.  
Interview Q We talk about everything that we do to be about devotion, 
devotion to Jesus, building community and mission together.  
 
Table 16. Mission as emerging from God’s activity and agency. 
 
Interview B We get to know a city, we get to know a people, we get to know 
a history. We see what God is already doing there and we 
joining with him in that and be a part of that. … Wow, what is 
God doing there? What are we joining? 
Interview C You want to be sensitive to what God is doing, you want to be 
aware of the fact that we are m modelling missional 
engagement, how many non-Christian friends have I made in 
the last year and are they only targets or do I actually love 
them? 
Interview G I made the point that a lot of missionaries say, "we went into 
such and such a place and we took the holy spirit with us.' and I 
say, 'No, the holy spirit was there, alive and well before you 
came.  
Interview J Actually, realizing the mission field is every minute, every day, 
and how do we recognize what the Holy Spirit is doing so we 
can walk in step with that? 
Interview J …so that God can still do what he wants and we're not so 
driven by our ideas that we'll be crushing what the Holy Spirit's 
doing. 
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Interview N The seminal text I've been dwelling, certainly for the last five 
years, is Luke 10, the sending of the 72, and just how that 
talked about what we need to do, the challenges involved in 
that, the joys involved in that, and the ultimate, that's my 
missional text if you like because actually, it's also a text tells us 
that the responsibility of what happens isn't ours. The 
responsibility is God's. He calls us to go. 
Interview N So one group particularly that we've got which was established 
to reach into a new housing estate - that didn't happen at all. In 
actual fact, that revolutionizing the life of the old village. That's 
fine. God's at work. We just misplaced where He was at work 
for a little while. 
Interview E1 It's Jesus' job to convict people. He'll build the church. We just 
want to be faithful to what God's calling us to do.  
Interview A I like the idea of being an encounter, being between you and 
the other person, but also the Holy Spirit as involved in that, 
and bringing something out of that which you didn't necessarily 
imagine or plan. Or that there's some dynamic work of God that 
goes on beyond what we conceived of.  
Interview M They seem to remain faithful to what God has called them to 
and then they encounter people, God sends people their way.  
Interview M … finding people of peace and people you can experiment in 
mission with, not to but with, the people who aren't a part of 
your church but who get your values or you share values with 
that you start putting them together.  
Interview P It's encouraging - and God is doing more behind our back that 
we know of.  
 
Table 18. Mission as restoring all of creation. 
 
Interview J People are reaching out into all their spheres of influence, 
whatever part of society they're in, or work seeing they're in, 
people are reaching out to colleagues and friends." 
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Interview F2 Also the attractional thing of Jesus. When he sent his disciples 
into the worked, he sent them to heal, to cast out demons, to 
preach the good news, to bring good news to the poor, to feed 
the hungry - that is what we came to do. We came to go out.  
Interview R One thing that has changed over there the last ten years is how 
the church can influence every area of society. … people that 
are involved in the arts, as artists, as managers in theatres, we 
have people involved in politics, people in business, and to 
understand how the gospel can influence and infiltrate those 
areas, be salt and light and bring the kingdom to the whole 
earth. 
 
Table 19. Church as having an activist faith which is serving society. 
 
Interview G I want them to become servants, to serve. I want them to 
become people with servant hearts.  
Interview H The first thing we did was we started a little youth club football 
club. Actually we said it was a charity in the end - it became the 
largest youth group charity in the area, working with the council 
and regeneration and all.  
Interview J We helped out within the learning centre, adult learning centre 
that was. Had volunteers going in there and doing bits and 
pieces. Within a couple of years, there were a couple of 
discussed shops on the estate which we took over, converted 
into a community cafe called Pow Wow.  
Interview J [Food bank] There's a real need, trying to really meet practical 
needs where people are at. 
Interview N I came up to Leicestershire at that point to start a youth work 
which had a lovely vision of being a Fresh Expression of church 
in some way. But it's primary function was to be a safe place for 
young people in quite a rough part of Leicestershire.  
Interview O The coffee shop wanted to give something back to the local 
community, and is there something we could do as a group that 
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would enable them to do that? That was really my big vision, to 
see that happen.  
Interview I We started a homework club last year and that's for parents and 
their children.  
Interview F2 Thursday lunchtime we have a meal for anyone. Traditionally, 
10 years ago, we started out for homeless people; and then it 
was homeless and anyone that needs it.  
Interview E1 …how we're transforming Mansfield, does it look different since 
we've been here. That's very important to us.  
Interview E2 We wanted to come under the radar and just work out actually 
what are the other gaps and what this town needs.  
Interview 
D2 
Transforming spaces into kingdom places - belonging, taking a 
place and giving it meaning. 
Interview 
D1 
[café] If you can't afford it, you see a member of staff or a 
volunteer and they will authorize that you're on free lunch, but 
nobody else in the place would know whether you were paying. 
…We do food parcels. 
Interview A I also feel that actually we as the church need to stand with the 
artists who are the prophets and who are challenging the status 
quo and who are presenting alternative possibilities. … We as 
the church I think need to make spaces for those voices and we 
need to stand with those voices.  
Interview K That's what we want to see. We want to see a community 
transformed by Jesus. How he has transformed our lives as a 
family. We want to see that with our friends, with our families, 
our community. 
Interview P The verse in Galatians has been massively inspirational for us 
to build churches that affect communities rather than just build 
churches that hold meetings. 
Interview R And serve the community - we're in a community centre right on 
the edge of Ross in a residential area, so just serving that 
community, really with events, fun, with again, quality events.  
Interview Q And in terms of vision, we talk about we want to see people's 
lives transformed and the city transformed.  
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Interview B …to love and serve the community of Bath and beyond. 
Interview F1 [parents and babies group] We started that. Our purpose for 
that is to provide a place for them to come with baby, to meet 
other mums, to be together to talk to some older, wiser church 
people who have been mums and who have that Christian 
perspective and could just listen, actually. 
Interview Q The vision is, ultimately, we want to start a church. Most 
churches want to do the same thing. They want to see people's 
lives change. They want to see the city they're in change in 
some way or another. 
 
Table 20. Eschatologically focused on living out the kingdom of God here and 
now. 
Interview B The whole Vineyard philosophy of tension, sitting in the 
tension, now and not yet, but also with some of the past 
tensions that I feel we sit in are being -- that phrase that we 
use is scandalous grace and yet founded on scripture.  
Interview B I'm like, okay, well, therefore, what I'm saying is, as the leader, 
I'm willing to go on a journey of innovation, and wrap my 
ecclesiology around the expression through the kingdom, 
rather than going, “this is our ecclesiology of our church, fit in,” 
once we see the fruit. 
Interview B Again, we would start to talk about our kingdom, the kind of 
now and not yet, the kingdom we believe in in the Vineyard, 
and the gifts of the Spirit and hearing from God, responding to 
God and being Jesus' hands and feet in our community, 
seeing our community transformed by demonstrating the 
compassion of God, to living lives, seeing the power of God at 
work, almost the tools of the kingdom being active in the 
church.  
Interview I It was more about wanting to see wholeness. I think the verse 
is, they are on our website. Our mission focus is seeing young 
people playing on the street, old people, lonely and families, 
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so it’s kind of about shalom really. There isn't necessarily a 
strategy. You have to just live. 
Interview I So I suppose that's something that we've always talked about 
being "with" and not "for" in terms of being alongside people 
rather than doing things for them. 
Interview F1 And the whole idea about being saved. Saved for what? 
Saved for Heaven? Saved from Hell? Or saved from the life 
that you were living to a transformed life now? That would be 
more in my thinking. … much more saved so that you 
understand the fullness of the kingdom of God in your life 
now.  
Interview E2 …and actually doing the stuff of the kingdom, and that how we 
wanted to be a church, that does the stuff of the kingdom.  
Interview E1 I suppose kingdom theology is obviously what Vineyard could 
go off, and thus bringing the kingdom to place everywhere. … 
Yes, it's being God's Kingdom and on Sunday's that's what we 
celebrate everything that's happened in the week, but we have 
to be able to because, we have to be looking at Mansfield. ... 
we're bringing God's love and everyone's bringing it whether 
they're in farms or at work or at home or at play and stuff.  
Interview E1 This is the expression of the church that I loved, which was 
out in the community. Doing community things, serving the 
poor, and not reading the bible… how to actually apply the 
bible in my everyday life and take what was written in the bible 
and to do it and not just say it or think it.  
Interview E1 We often talk about the now and not yet of the Kingdom and 
we very much believe a lot of people, more kingdom now, held 
that tension. I pray for people, I expect God to move. He might 
not move every single time. That's been the big shift, the 
whole Kingdom theology… the fact that God can use us and 
work through us. 
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Interview D2 Clapton's much more about giving people respite…. It's about 
safe space, so that you can then go back and face your lousy 
life in a little bit, knowing that next week, you'll be coming for 
some more safe space. It's just giving people these glimpses 
of the Kingdom of God to them in the hope of what then 
happens is people then turn up for church service, and there 
find God for themselves.  
 
Table 21. Church as involved in transforming every area of society (overcoming 
the sacred/secular divide). 
 
Interview J We've got involved in setting up a community group, I 
suppose it would be called. It's based around residents and 
service providers. We got people from fire, police, council, 
adult learning, education, all of those kinds of things that are 
there. The whole point of it was to sit down, look at what was 
going on in the community, how can we help improve some of 
the areas.  
Interview N God made everything. He saw it, he loved it, he created it. All 
of that, the whole image right, and that particular work with 
people, working with people that have mental health issues, a 
transformational text.  
Interview O I suppose sometimes church, big church on a Sunday can feel 
a bit detached from the real world and real life. And working 
out how Christian faith is applied in the everyday, where I'm 
sort of at.  
Interview F2 What we actually learned was the depth which is the Kingdom 
of God, rather than the question of have you been saved, yes 
or no. That was a big change for us. 
Interview F2 But also the attractional thing of Jesus. When he sent his 
disciples into the worked, he sent them to heal, to cast out 
demons, to preach the good news, to bring good news to the 
poor, to feed the hungry - that is what we came to do. We 
came to go out.  
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Interview E1 ... we're bringing God's love and everyone's bringing it 
whether they're in farms or at work or at home or at play and 
stuff.  
Interview M We gather people to do environmental work, creative work, 
making bird boxes, planting trees, bonfires and then use that 
as a vehicle to start talking about life and faith and that's in its 
very early stages 
Interview R One thing that has changed over there the last ten years is 
how the church can influence every area of society. … people 
that are involved in the arts, as artists, as managers in 
theatres, we have people involved in politics, people in 
business, and to understand how the gospel can influence 
and infiltrate those areas, be salt and light and bring the 
kingdom to the whole earth.  
 
Table 22. The incarnational church has a renewed focus on the person of Jesus. 
 
Interview B I spent a year assessing my leadership of the previous three, 
four years, and it was like, "Is Jesus at the centre of any of 
that? What was fuelling that?” And so what came out for us is 
just how can we  birth a community that is Jesus centred? 
Interview B …it means coming home and engaging and meeting with 
Jesus. That's the starting point, and we would talk a lot about 
the, as the church, our job is to creation home, create 
environments, create our lives in a way that people can 
engage and meet Jesus at the front door. 
Interview B That came out of a sense of we want to have a community 
that is really clear on its purposes of what we're about but 
most of all that it’s been fuelled and founded and centred and 
grounded in Jesus.  
Interview C So you've got the theological grit to understand, be 
reacquainted with Jesus, be reacquainted with his priorities, 
passions. 
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Interview G We really do need to start with Christ because Jesus said, 
"wherever two or three are gathered in my name, there will I 
be among them."  
Interview H About a month goes passed, and all I can do is read the 
gospels. It is like gospels I've never read before. Every other 
bit of the bible is dry as anything, but the gospels - it's like they 
are all new and Jesus is like I've never seen him before.  
Interview J Again, all these things we're talking about, we wanted to be 
Christ-centred, we want to rely on the Holy Spirit. 
Interview J I'm passionate to see people find Jesus. For the church to be 
the church that Jesus called it today. 
Interview F2 There has to be a reason why people have Christianity that 
just doesn't look like Jesus anymore. … 
Interview F2 I think this theme of peace encompasses it much more, 
because I think what we've discovered is that the Jesus way is 
the way of peace.  
Interview E2 We are here to make an impact for Jesus, not only being 
Mansfield's best friend doing all these nice things, we're doing 
it because Jesus is calling us to do it.  
Interview E1 I know that if it is more people in Mansfield who're following 
Jesus, that can only be for the better, that's my heart.  
Interview D1 I absolutely believe that people getting to know Jesus is the 
answer.  
Interview K That's what we want to see. We want to see a community 
transformed by Jesus. How he has transformed our lives as a 
family. We want to see that with our friends, with our families, 
our community.  
Interview Q We talk about everything that we do to be about devotion, 








Table 23. The incarnational models mission. 
 
Interview G I didn't do anything. I didn't do any church planting for the first 
18 months. And here's the theology, "In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God, 
and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us." He pitched 
his tent among us, and he became a particular man, in a 
particular context, in a particular culture, in a particular place, 
in a particular country, at a particular time. I decided to model 
my church planting and mission on Jesus." 
Interview G I decided to model my church planting and mission on Jesus. 
Lots of people model on Paul, but I would assert that Jesus 
was the first missionary and church planter…. 
Interview G We start with Christ - the first missionary. 
Interview G [inspiration] Without sounding super spiritual, the Gospels - 
Jesus Christ. He did it. Let's look at the Gospels and say how 
does the way Jesus did this transfer to the 21st century UK? 
Some of it doesn’t. Some of it does. I would say the gospels is 
first and then the other literature [inspires] as a practitioner. 
Interview F2 But also the attractional thing of Jesus. When he sent his 
disciples into the worked, he sent them to heal, to cast out 
demons, to preach the good news, to bring good news to the 
poor, to feed the hungry - that is what we came to do. We 
came to go out.  
Interview E2 We often bring our church back to Acts, and talk about what 
kind of, what the disciples went out to do when they were 
commissioned by Jesus. Obviously, looking at the gospels and 
how Jesus kind of went around and ministered to the broken 
hearted and showed his emotion and showed his thought 
processes and took them back to his Dad, really. I suppose we 
draw people back again and again to the Bible, but particularly 
the gospels and all the Jesus was doing when he was out in 
his own community and the communities around him. 
	 299 
Interview D2 Being in Clapton was really similar to that but it was more, you 
know, rather than having church in your homes, we were just 
there everyday in a coffee shop or charity shop. …It is 
incarnational because, like what you'd find inside Clapton is 
just an overflow from the street, isn't it? Whoever's walking 
around in Clapton, in Hackney, you find in here in Clapton. 
Interview A When I look at Jesus, Jesus did discipleship by living in 
community, and be doing mission and then reflecting together 
on what they learned. So that is what I'm trying to do in my 
community 
Interview K How did Jesus disciple? Did he just hold a bible study? No. 
Did he ever go into people's homes? He moved into people's 
houses and he sat with them. He ate with them, had parties, 
he lived life with them and that's really kind of affected our 
church. 
Interview M Lastly, learning how to do church as a guest rather than the 
host? The idea that Jesus was always a guest. It was never on 
his terms or in his house or his food… 
Interview R And Jesus, he said that the disciples looked up, looked for him 
and said, everybody's looking for you. And he said, let's move 
on to other towns and villages. And I'm sure they wanted him 
to stay there and build a church and set up something, but it's 
now moving on. And so the kind of idea that you have to 
move, otherwise you're going to probably get stuck.  
Interview Q If you look at the Gospel of Mark, Jesus was starting a church 
planting movement. …you look through the gospel, Jesus 
went through the countryside…. How Jesus was obviously 
going around the countryside, starting small communities of 
believers.  
interview Q Jesus actually, he just kept going. He discipled people by 
sending out the 72 and some of them got beat up, so you 





Table 24. The church embodies and represents God to others 
 
Interview B What would it look like for a bunch of followers of Jesus form 
that community, in that background, to gather together, to 
worship, to allow the Bible to inform them and shape them and 
apply it to their lives… to be Jesus' hands and feet where they 
are? 
Interview B Again, we would start to talk about our kingdom, the kind of 
now and not yet, the kingdom we believe in the Vineyard, and 
the gifts of the Spirit and hearing from God, responding to God 
and being Jesus' hands and feet in our community, seeing our 
community transformed by demonstrating the compassion of 
God, to living lives, seeing the power of God at work, almost 
the tools of the kingdom being active in the church.  
Interview G I didn't do anything. I didn't do any church planting for the first 
18 months. And here's the theology, "In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God, 
and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us."  
Interview K To change that view of the church is, where we turn up on a 
Sunday: “that's the church” to “we are the church.” We are the 
called out ones. We are God's people. We are the ones that are 
supposed to be reflecting who God is to our neighbour. 
Interview K We know we are the church and we are supposed to be reflecting 
this triune God to our community. What does this look like? 
Interview A I see very much that we're trying to be an outflow of the Trinity. 
Interview F1 And also, we learned in college theologically much more about 
being incarnational. I think that's what we were able to put into 
practice. Although we didn't have this building,  we would still 
be able to be incarnational in this community. 
Interview E2 If it's a glimpse of Jesus within us and what we're doing, then 
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